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ABSTRACT
The perceptions that parents, teachers, and early childhood education leaders have
about school readiness, and how these individuals promote readiness in children,
influences how prepared children are to enter the school setting. In this study, I drew
upon an ecological systems model to examine how parents, teachers, and early childhood
school leaders perceive and promote school readiness. In this study, I also examined the
strategies that early childhood education leaders’ used to build relationships with families
and community members, and to foster parent involvement.
I used semi-structured interviews to collect data from 11 participants in three
Head Start Centers in a southeastern state. I analyzed, coded, and grouped the data into
themes. Eight themes emerged from the data that was analyzed. The results of this study
revealed that parents’, teachers’, and school leaders’ beliefs about readiness were
imbedded in the context of their surrounding environments, and influenced their actions
and behaviors in working together to prepare children for school.
The outcome of the study revealed that parents believed readiness was a level of
cognitive ability – specifically demonstrated by reading, writing, and mathematical skills.
Parents also believed that family support and routines promoted readiness. Additionally,
parents noted that readiness was a result of communication between the school and the
family, and family support at home. Teachers believed that readiness was being able to
sit, listen, and follow directions, as well as a level of cognitive ability. School leaders
described their beliefs of readiness being a multidimensional concept, encompassing
many different parts. School leaders also discussed strategies used to encourage family
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involvement in preparing children for school. Lastly, school leaders indicated that
children’s readiness was affected by parents’ understanding of readiness.
The implications and recommendations included suggestions for future research
that would include the recognition of parents’ cultural values and beliefs about readiness.
Furthermore, more research is needed that specifically focuses on the perceptions and
actions of parents, teachers, and school leaders concerning school readiness.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION
School readiness is a key factor in determining children’s future academic
success, and overall success later in life. The lack of readiness and the disparity in
readiness levels between children from low-income families and children from wealthier
families is a major cause for concern today. Research has shown that the disparity in
readiness levels not only continues to increase over time, but begins well in advance of
students entering into the kindergarten classroom (Burchinal et al., 2011; Halle et al.,
2009).
Parents, teachers, and school leaders are major influencers in children’s lives and
have a significant impact on their readiness levels for school. The beliefs that parents,
teachers, and school leaders have about readiness are important in this regard, as beliefs
are strongly related to behavior (Stipek, Milbum, Clements, & Daniels, 1992). The
strategies and actions taken by parents, teachers, and school leaders are guided by their
beliefs and can help strengthen and build readiness skills in children prior to entering
kindergarten, and can help decrease the readiness gap between low-income and wealthier
children.
Decisions made by parents, teachers, and school leaders about school readiness
are crucial, and may affect a child’s entire educational career. Though parents, teachers,
and school leaders contribute to school readiness in many ways, we do not know how
they perceive and promote school readiness. It is therefore important to understand the
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perceptions that teachers, parents, and school leaders have about school readiness, and
how these individuals promote school readiness in children and the community.
Effectively understanding the perceptions and actions of teachers, parents and
school leaders is not possible without first examining the influences of their environment
and community (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Litkowski & Kruger (2017), suggested that
“supporting children’s language and school readiness necessitates understanding their
ecological influences by learning about an individual community’s beliefs and practices”
(p. 212). I, therefore, used an ecological perspective to answer the research question,
How do parents, teachers, and school leaders perceive and promote school readiness?
Additionally, to help answer the research question and keep the study focused, I
concentrated on answering the following questions:
1. How do parents perceive readiness for children entering kindergarten?
2. What strategies do parents use to promote readiness for children entering
kindergarten?
3. How do early childhood teachers perceive readiness for children entering
kindergarten?
4. How do early childhood teachers promote readiness for the children in their
classroom?
5. How do early childhood school leaders perceive readiness for children entering
kindergarten?
6. How do early childhood leaders promote readiness for children entering
kindergarten, through collaboration with parents and community members?
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In this chapter, I will discuss: the importance of school readiness, the increase in
early childhood center program enrollment, Head Start, and the benefits of attending a
high-quality early education program. Additionally, I will present the conceptual
framework that guided the study, the research problem, a summary of the research study,
and the significance of the study along with the limitations of the study.
The Importance of School Readiness
Many research studies note the importance of school readiness and its effect on
children’s current and future social and academic development. Researchers agree that
higher school readiness skills lead to more successful academic careers, and a more
successful life in general (Burchinal, Peisner-Feinberg, Pianta, & Howes, 2002; Duncan,
Dowsett & Claessens, 2007; Rim-Kaufmann & Pianta, 2000). Additionally, Duncan et
al. (2007) posited that school readiness was actually an important predictor of children’s
academic success. It is therefore critical for young children to be as prepared as possible
in the early years, as “children who meet the relevant school readiness goals demonstrate
a greater likelihood of later success in school, both socially and academically” (Litkowski
& Kruger, 2017, p. 213)
The Increase in Early Childhood Center Enrollment
Many parents have begun enrolling their children in early childhood education
programs that can help prepare their children for academic success. The National Center
for Educational Statistics (NCES) indicates that the percentage of three to five year-old
children in the United States enrolled in early childhood education programs has
increased dramatically over time (NCES, 2016). In fact, Barnet et al. (2016) noted that
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the number of children enrolled in an early childhood education program has virtually
doubled since the early 1990’s. Factors such as the growth of maternal employment
(Barnett & Yarosz, 2007), a higher family income (Fuller et al., 2006), changes in family
structure – which include changes in marital status, income, and type and quality of early
child care (Crosnoe, Prickett, Smith & Cavanaugh, 2014), and public policy changes that
make early childhood centers more available (Barnett & Yarosz, 2007) have contributed
to the dramatic increase in the number of children enrolled in early childhood programs.
Another factor behind the surge in early childhood program enrollment is the
notion that more and more parents have become aware of the value of an early childhood
education as a means to foster school readiness among young children (Phillips &
Adams, 2001). Magnuson et al. (2004) noted that the primary purpose of an early
childhood program is to provide educational experiences to children (usually 3-4-yearolds) prior to their enrollment in a kindergarten program. Early educational experiences
in early childhood programs can positively contribute to children’s academic and socioemotional functioning when they enter kindergarten. These experiences become
important factors that can help prepare children for the rigors of a formal classroom in
addition to a successful academic career overall (Davis, 2009; Love, Schochet, &
Meckstroth, 1996). Furthermore, researchers agree that early educational programs are
known to provide children with the foundation for increasing readiness for kindergarten.
Despite the large numbers of children attending early childhood programs, there
are overwhelming inequalities in children’s readiness levels as they enter kindergarten
(Razza, Martin & Brooks-Gunn, 2010). These inequalities in readiness levels are
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especially true in cases of children who are from low-income families. Research has
indicated that by the time many impoverished and disadvantaged children enter
kindergarten, they already trail behind their peers in academic and social skills (BrooksGunn, Britto & Brady 1999; Lee & Burkham, 2002).
To address the inequalities in readiness levels, the Goals 2000 initiative
determined that setting national goals would provide a common direction for educational
improvement in all states. The National Education Goals Panel (NEGP) set the goal that
by the year 2000, “all children will start school ready to learn” (Department of Education,
1995). State and federal governments have since invested in programs geared towards
early childhood learning with the goal of improving school readiness for children in lowincome families. One such program designed to help break the cycle of poverty, address
inequalities in school readiness levels, and prepare children for kindergarten and beyond
is Head Start (US Department of Health and Human Services, Office of Head Start, June
2015).
Head Start
According to the Office of Head Start, the purpose of the Head Start Program is to
promote the school readiness of low-income children. The Head Start Program’s purpose
is important, as research has shown that readiness gaps are evident between the
achievement of moderate-income children and low-income children upon school entry,
and continue to increase over time (Halle et al., 2009; Burchinal et al., 2011). The Head
Start Program was designed to promote the readiness of low-income children by
enhancing their cognitive, social, and emotional development (1) in a learning
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environment that supports children’s growth in language, literacy, mathematics, science,
social and emotional functioning, creative arts, physical skills, and approaches to
learning; and (2) through the provision of health, educational, nutritional, social, and
other services that are determined, based on family needs assessments, to low-income
children and their families, as necessary. (U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services, 2001).
The Head Start approach to school readiness incorporates multiple frameworks
for promoting school readiness for parents and children. One specific framework focuses
on goal-directed relationships between parents, families, and community members. This
framework, known as the Parent, Family & Community Engagement Framework (PFCE)
is intended to help promote collaboration between school leaders, parents, families and
the community to achieve “outcomes that lead to positive and enduring change for
children and families.” (p. 2). The PFCE framework, along with Head Start’s goal of
improving educational and developmental outcomes for children from economically
disadvantaged families (U.S. Departments of Health and Human Services, 2010) is what
drew me to the Head Start Program for this research study.

High Quality Early Childhood Education
The consensus among researchers is that for children to benefit from an early
childhood program, the program must be of high quality (Espinosa, 2002). Studies by
Campbell & Ramey (1994), and Peisner-Feinberg et al. (1999), revealed that high-quality
early childhood experiences were related to children’s current and future social and
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academic development. In other words, not only has high-quality early childhood
education been identified as an important factor contributing to school readiness, but
school readiness (in and of itself) has been shown to be a strong predictor of children’s
academic success (Duncan et al., 2007) and later socio-economic achievements (Duncan
et al. 1998). Moreover, studies revealed that children who participated in high-quality
early childhood programs had better health, social-emotional, and cognitive outcomes –
including higher high school graduation rates, a lower probability of being held back, and
a lesser likelihood of engaging in criminal activity than those who do not participate
(Burchinal, Peisner-Feinberg, Pianta, & Howes, 2002; Duncan, Dowsett & Claessens,
2007).
The benefits of attending a high-quality early childhood education program has
been demonstrated repeatedly through research (Berrueta-Clement, 1984; Campbell &
Ramey, 1994; Peisner- Feinberg et al., 1999), but not all pre-school programs are created
equal. High-quality programs do more than just provide basic education for students;
high-quality programs promote children’s development and learning by providing “high
quality programming for children, equitable compensation for staff, and affordable
services for families or other consumers” (NAEYC, 1995, p. 1).
Research from Pianta (2003) suggested that high-quality early childhood
education programs reflect specific components within the program that produce
successful outcomes for students. NAEYC (1995) suggests that high quality early
childhood centers are defined as safe and nurturing school environments that promote
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students’ physical, social-emotional and cognitive development, while being receptive to
the needs of the family.
Elements of high-quality programs include classrooms where students are
involved in more complex, leveled activities with peers and material resources
(Burchinal, Lee, & Ramey, 1998). Additionally, higher-quality early education programs
have more staff per child than lower-quality settings, and can offer more individualized
attention to students than centers where there are fewer teachers and more students
(Saluja, Early, & Clifford, 2002). Moreover, Saluja, Early, & Clifford (2002) identified
higher quality programs as those that employ teachers and staff members with higher
levels of educational attainment and more specialized training than teachers and staff
members in lower quality programs. Adequate funding and financial stability are also
aspects of higher-quality programs that may affect the quality of the education that
children receive. Furthermore, NICHD (2002) reported that the more structural features
of early childhood education centers (such as the qualifications of the teachers and staff
members as required by state licensing, the adult-student ratio, and the size of the class)
that are sometimes regulated by public agencies or by states, are indirect indicators of the
quality of the child’s experiences in early childhood centers.

Statement of the Problem
In 1991, the Education Goals Panel produced a report which established the goal
“By the year 2000, all children in America will start school ready to learn” (National
Education Goals Panel [NEGP], 1990, pg. 1). One problem with this goal is there is little
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agreement among experts about what qualifies children as ready for kindergarten.
Linder, Ramey & Zamback (2013) noted that researchers have not yet defined what the
specific characteristics of readiness are that are encompassed within the cognitive, social,
emotional, and language development areas. As a result, readiness expectations vary
from region to region (Graue, 1992) and even from school to school (Hatcher, Nuner &
Paulsel, 2012).
In addition to the lack of an accepted definition of readiness, the limited number
of research studies on parents’ views of readiness have suggested parents and teachers
differed in their conceptualizations of readiness. Parents’ views of readiness are essential
for us to understand, as parents are known to be their child’s first teachers (Barbarin et
al., 2008), and to have a tremendous effect on children’s preparedness for school and
future academic careers. Stipek et al. (1992) suggested that parents’ beliefs about
readiness were strongly related to their actions and behaviors with their children at home.
Understanding these beliefs may help teachers, parents, and school leaders work together
to increase student readiness in all children.
Teachers’ perceptions of readiness are equally as important to understand.
Teachers’ beliefs and perceptions have a direct effect on what they do and how they teach
in the classroom (Kagan, 1992). Studies have indicated that parents and teachers have
differing beliefs on school readiness. Thompson & Raikes (2007), and Barbarin et al.
(2008) noted that parents considered the essential skills necessary for entry into formal
school to be academic skills such as counting, recognizing letters, and knowing colors.
Conversely, teachers emphasized readiness skills in the social and emotional domain,
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such as sharing, taking turns, and regulating behavior (Lin, Lawrence, & Gorrell, 2003;
Heaviside & Farris, 1993). These research studies were in line with the findings of an
unpublished pilot study conducted in the fall of 2016 (Desmangles, 2016).
The pilot study (Desmangles, 2016) was conducted to examine the perceptions of
parents with children enrolled in a Head Start center, Head Start teachers and elementary
school teachers regarding their views of quality in an early childhood setting, and
readiness for school. The research questions guiding the pilot study (Desmangles, 2016)
were:
1. Do Head Start teachers’ perceptions of school readiness and preschool center quality
differ from those of elementary school teachers?
2. Do Head Start parents’ perceptions of school readiness and preschool center quality
differ from elementary and Head Start teachers?
3. What are the similarities and differences between parent and teacher perceptions of the
concepts of school readiness and preschool quality?
The pilot study (Desmangles, 2016) was conducted using data collected and
compared from survey questionnaires that investigated the similarities and differences in
perceptions between teachers’ and parents’ beliefs about school readiness, and quality in
a preschool setting. Results of the study indicated that parents and teachers did not have
the same understandings of what it meant to be ready for school. As a result of the pilot
study (Desmangles, 2016), I gained beneficial insight into parents’ views of readiness, an
area lacking empirical research.
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The present study built upon the pilot study by adding another dimension – the
perceptions of school leaders’ surrounding readiness, and how school leaders promote
readiness. School leaders’ perceptions about readiness, and the way school leaders
promote readiness are also areas lacking in research.
The majority of the research on readiness has been focused on the views of
teachers and administrators in the field (Graue, 1993a). These studies noted that teachers
emphasized readiness skills based on children’s socio-emotional levels, such as selfregulation, general well-being (including physical health), being able to share and take
turns, being sensitive to other children’s needs, and approaches to learning (Lin,
Lawrence, & Gorrell, 2003; Heaviside & Farris, 1993). Shonkoff & Phillips (2000) have
also suggested that teachers believed that the academic skills kindergarten children need
could be developed during their first formal year of school and therefore were not as
crucial to readiness as other skills.
Due to this incongruity in defining readiness, and the limited research that
examines the beliefs of parents in this area (Barbarin et al., 2008; Graue, 1993a), it is not
clear how parents are making vital decisions about their children’s school readiness, or
how parents, early childhood teachers, and school leaders are working together to ensure
that children are prepared for kindergarten. It is important that we learn more about what
parents’ beliefs are, as these beliefs impact educational decision making, parental
involvement, and subsequently children’s academic futures. Likewise, teachers’ and
center leaders’ views of readiness affect their behaviors and strategies in the classroom
and in the general school setting, and are also important to understand.
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Parents’, teachers’, and school leaders’ views on school readiness are influenced
by a variety of factors, but are shaped by the interactions and relationships they have with
the different environments that surround them (Bronfenbrenner, 1986). In support of the
literature on how views of school readiness are shaped, research by Litkowski & Kruger
(2017) indicated that “views and practices of specific communities influence how
language and school readiness are fostered and what elements and skills are preferenced”
(p. 212). Hatcher, Nuner & Paulsel (2012) also emphasized that the environments and
local communities that are closest to parents and families (such as the local schools,
home, and neighborhood play areas) have the most influence on parents’ beliefs and
perceptions about school readiness. These environments and communities, noted in
Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory (1979), include a variety of systems within
the environment that play an important role in human development. Understanding
parents’ beliefs and perceptions about readiness, and their actions and behaviors, would
include examining the influences of the environmental levels that surround them
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979).
Research on the formation of a persons’ views indicates that the environment
plays a major role in shaping readiness beliefs. Hatcher, Nuner, & Paulsel, (2012)
suggested that an individual’s beliefs about school readiness are shaped by the
combination of their local schools, communities, surroundings, and environments. These
beliefs influence the choices parents make about when and where to send children to
school, early childhood programs in general, and their participation in their child’s early
childhood education. Parents’ beliefs also influence choices they make and activities
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they engage in with their children (Graue, 1992). Barbarin et al. (2008) noted that
parents’ readiness beliefs
are likely to influence parents’ socialization goals and the choices they make
regarding the activities and materials provided to the child within and outside of
the home. Parents are likely to cultivate skills and impart the knowledge they
consider essential and to be less intentional about competencies they deem
unimportant. Beliefs about readiness not only influence the nature of parental
practices but also dictate parents’ level of engagement with children for the
purpose of skill development (p.672).
It is also important for early childhood teachers and school leaders to understand
parents’ perceptions of what readiness means. As noted above, parents’ perceptions
inform the choices they make and influence their levels of engagement (Barbarin et al.,
2008). Parental engagement is an important part of the relationship between school
leaders and families and is linked to children’s success in kindergarten and beyond
(Graue, Clements, Reynolds, & Niles, 2004). Studies have shown that parental
engagement is related to higher levels of student success (Epstein, 1991), particularly for
students in low-income homes. Teachers and school leaders can be beneficial in
influencing the partnership with parents and working toward the common goal of student
readiness.
Without an understanding of parents’ views, early childhood teachers and school
leaders are tasked with making decisions and managing early childhood centers without
being able to fully focus on the needs of the child and the family. This can certainly have
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an impact on how early childhood leaders support parents as valued educational partners
in the educational process (Bloom, 2000). Additionally, cooperation and mutual
understanding between all stakeholders who play a role in raising and educating the child
is of major importance (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) if we are to make a difference in the
outcomes of students entering the school setting. Regrettably, Stamopoulos (2012) found
that there is very little research on leadership in early childhood education, and after
much searching on my own, I have found that this is still an area of research that is
understudied.
In a review of the limited extant research on leadership in early childhood, Mujis,
Aubrey, Harris & Briggs (2008) noted that not only is the research in this area limited, it
is “dominated by a relatively small number of researchers” (p. 158). Additionally, Mujis
et al. (2008) suggested that research in early childhood education leadership “is not well
informed by theory and research in the broader field of leadership studies” and also “does
not connect with [literature] on school leadership (p. 159).
Conceptual Framework
In this study, parents’, teachers’, and school leaders’ perspectives of readiness,
and how they promoted readiness, were examined through an ecological lens. This
ecological perspective not only informed the study, it allowed for a focus on the
perspectives of parents, teachers, and school leaders, and the larger and broader
contextual influences that shaped their beliefs and influenced their actions.
Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) Ecological Systems Theory and a qualitative multicase
study design were used to formulate the conceptual framework for this study.
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Bronfenbrenner’s theory asserted that human development occurs within a system of
interconnected environmental systems. The child, or the developing person, is at the
center of these environmental systems. Each of these environmental systems interacts
with and influences each other. Bronfenbrenner’s theory (1979) focused on the
relationships between the developing person, and their different environmental systems.
According to Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory (1979), there are five
levels of environment that influence a developing person. These levels of environment
are known as the 1) microsystem, 2) mesosystem, 3) exosystem, 4) macrosystem, and the
5) chronosystem. Bronfenbrenner (1979) explained that the microsystem is the
immediate environment that is closest to the developing person, and where the
developing person has direct interactions with others. The immediate environment
includes settings such as the home and family, the school and classroom, and the
neighborhood. The mesosystem includes the interrelationships and interactions of the
different microsystems, such as the relationship between the home and the school, or the
home and the neighborhood. The exosystem illustrates the broader environments and
social systems that may not directly involve the developing child, but indirectly affects
his or her development. Such environments may include the media, state and
government agencies, school boards, and corporations. The macrosystem represents the
‘‘overarching patterns of ideology and organization of social institutions’’
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 8) such as the cultural values and laws, customs, and legal,
political, and economic systems. The macrosystem indirectly affects the developing
child. Bronfenbrenner (1979) explained that the chronosystem is the dimension of time
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that influences human development through changes that occur during the developing
person’s lifetime. All of the environmental systems interact to influence human
development.
The multicase study design in conjunction with Bronfenbrenner’s theory (1979)
was used to investigate the readiness beliefs and actions of parents, teachers, and school
leaders involved in a Head Start center. The social and environmental influences that
affected the beliefs of these individuals was explored in an effort to answer the research
question. Figure 1.1 depicts Bronfenbrenner’s interconnected environmental systems.
The bi-directional arrows represent the interactions and the influences between and
within the different environments.
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Research Summary
Parents’ beliefs and perceptions about school readiness are important for teachers,
school leaders, and policy makers to understand. Parents’ beliefs affect the skills and
abilities they instill in their children and the activities they engage in with their children
(Graue, 1992). Parents’ beliefs also influence the choices and actions they take in
preparing their children for school (Barbarin et al., 2008), including when and where to
send children to school, and their level of engagement in school (Barbarin et al., 2008).

17

Furthermore, choices made by parents affect children’s preparedness for school and
success in school (Graue, Clements, Reynolds, & Niles, 2004; Epstein, 1991). Likewise,
beliefs that teachers have about readiness influence what they do and how they teach in
the classroom (Kagan, 1992; Pohan & Aguilar, 2001).
Acquiring an understanding of parents’ experiences and perceptions about
readiness may help in developing a common language among parents, school leaders,
teachers, and policy makers involved in early childhood education. Similarly, the
readiness views of teachers and early childhood school leaders both directly and
indirectly affect their relationships with parents and with students, and impact student
readiness. While past research has indicated many factors associated with children’s
readiness for kindergarten, the focus of the present study was to illuminate the
perceptions parents, teachers, and school leaders have about readiness, and to examine
the strategies and actions used at home with their children in preparation for school. In
addition, the study will investigate early childhood leaders’ strategies and activities used
to build relationships with families and community members, and foster parent
involvement.
Epstein (2001) emphasized the importance of school and community members
(such as teachers and peers) in advancing children’s learning. As family support and
educational programming are key components of effective leadership in an early
childhood program (Bloom, 2000), early childhood leaders need to understand the views
of parents to better support families and children as partners in the educational process.
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This study drew upon Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory (1979) which
emphasized the importance of the environment in shaping the growth and development of
a person. Bronfenbrenner’s theory was used as a basis for understanding how the
environment influences parents’, teachers’, and school leaders’ views about readiness, the
relationship between parents’ views and school leadership, and how these relationships
affect student readiness. A multicase study design was used to gather information on the
experiences, beliefs, and perceptions of parents and early childhood leaders. The
following research question guided this study: How do Head Start Parents, Teachers and
School Leaders perceive and promote school readiness? To properly answer this research
question, the following focus questions were employed to help guide the research:
1. How do parents perceive readiness for children entering kindergarten?
2. What strategies do parents use to promote readiness for children entering
kindergarten?
3. How do early childhood teachers perceive readiness for children entering
kindergarten?
4. How do early childhood teachers promote readiness for the children in their
classroom?
5. How do early childhood school leaders perceive readiness for children entering
kindergarten?
6. How do early childhood leaders promote readiness for children entering
kindergarten, through collaboration with parents and community members?
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The study involved using semi-structured interviews to conference with one early
childhood school leader, one early childhood teacher, and one or two parents nested
within three Head Start centers in two counties in a southeastern state. These semistructured interviews will give me insight into the perceptions, lived experiences,
ecological influences, and conceptualizations that parents have about readiness, and the
experiences of school leaders as they work alongside parents, families and community
members to promote readiness in students.
Significance of the study
The inconsistency in defining what readiness means, the lack of research on
parents’ views of readiness, and the limited research on leadership in early childhood
education has implications for policy and practice. Parents’ perceptions of school
readiness in early childhood education are critical for making positive changes within the
early childhood educational arena. These perceptions inform involvement and are
necessary to minimize the achievement gap between children from different subgroups.
Given that parents are the first teachers of their children (Barbarin et al., 2008), and that
the family is the primary entity responsible for preparing children for school, it is
important to understand the views that parents have on school readiness. Connected to
this is the complexity of the role of early childhood teachers and school leaders in
communicating with and supporting families, being responsive to their needs, and
encouraging parental involvement within the school and at home. Parents, teachers, and
school leaders need to be aligned in how they are preparing children for school, as
readiness is an important factor in predicting a child’s success in school.
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The results of this study may provide early childhood education leaders with the
ability to offer enhanced and relevant guidance and support to families and students
where necessary, and to improve the quality of the early childhood setting. Moreover, an
understanding of parents’ views of readiness may help to clearly define readiness in ways
that can benefit all stakeholders and help prepare children for success in the school
setting.
Limitations
This study has a number of limitations that should be noted. Lunenburg & Irby
(2008) noted that limitations are “factors that may have an effect on the interpretation of
the findings or on the generalizability of the results” (p. 133). First, the small number of
parent, teacher, and school leader participants involved in the study limited the ability to
generalize the findings to an entire population. Additionally, only parents, teachers, and
school leaders in three selected Head Start centers were contacted to participate in the
current study. Parents, teachers and school leaders not involved in a Head Start center
were not invited to participate, and may have had different perceptions. Time was another
limitation of the current study. Interviews were conducted during one month in the
spring of 2017, and the data was collected during this short period of time. Perhaps if the
data was collected over a period of months – for example, throughout the fall and spring
semesters, the data might have been different.
Organization of the study
The study is divided into five chapters. In Chapter one, a brief introduction to the
study, including background information about the problem, the importance of school
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readiness, and an explanation of why the views of parents, teachers, and school leaders
are important to consider was presented. Chapter one also included a statement of the
problem, the conceptual framework, a research summary, the research questions, the
significance of the study and the limitations.
Chapter two includes a review of the literature on school readiness, the differing
views of school readiness, and the conceptual framework of the study. Chapter three
presents a description of the research design and method, the setting, the population and
sample, instrumentation, and recruitment procedure. Additionally, the data collection and
analysis procedures are described, along with steps taken to ensure transferability,
validity, and credibility. Researcher relevance and positionality, reflexivity, limitations
and delimitations are also included in Chapter three.
In Chapter four, the research findings, including an examination of the research
questions and themes that emerged from parent, teacher and school leader data are
presented. Lastly, in Chapter five, the study summary, discussion of the findings, and
implications for future practice are included.
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CHAPTER TWO
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
In this chapter, I provide a review of the literature on the types of early childhood
education programs, the importance of attending a high-quality early childhood education
program, the importance of school readiness, definitions and views of school readiness,
and perceptions and influences on school readiness (parents, school leaders, and
environments). In conclusion, I present the conceptual framework that guided this study,
and a summary of the chapter.
Types of Early Childhood Education Programs
There are four main types of early childhood education programs that make up the
majority of programs attended by three and four-year-old children in the United States.
One type of early education program is private care. Privately funded child care centers
and nursery schools are defined as centers that provide child care and supervision to very
young children and preschool age children. According to Magnuson & Waldfogel,
(2005), many children in early childhood or center care attend private programs, which
are fee-based. Privately owned early care centers are generally independently owned and
operated, and rely on parent fees to cover most of their daily operating expenses. These
types of privately funded programs are usually housed in private buildings and sometimes
church facilities. Most states require licensing for each age group a center provides care
for. Parents and families categorized as low-income working families may apply to
receive child care subsidies to help pay for the cost of private care programs. Other
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families (with working parents) may apply for tax rebates and credits to help subsidize
the cost of these programs.
The second type of early childhood education program is known as state-funded
prekindergarten. State-funded prekindergarten programs are a type of publicly funded
education program that is usually based in the public school building to provide early
education services to three and four-year-old students. State-funded prekindergarten
programs are a newer type of early education program that mainly receive funding
through state governments. According to a report from the National Institute for Early
Education Research (NIEER), state-funded preschool program enrollment reached an alltime high, serving nearly 1.5 million children, or 32 percent of four-year-olds and five
percent of three-year-olds (NIEER, 2016).
State-funded prekindergarten programs are part of the public school system and
are housed in public school buildings. Enrollment in these state-funded programs has
been on the rise over the past decade. Barnett (2013) suggested that the United States has
not only increased it’s 4-year-old student enrollment in state-funded prekindergarten
programs, but has also expanded or even created new programs to meet the growing
needs of participants.
The third type of childhood education program is family or home-based child
care. These child care providers offer child care and supervision to infants, toddlers,
early childhood -age or school-age children and can usually be found within a home, or a
public/private building, including a church facility. The required state licensing for this
type of childcare includes state facility inspections, state and federal background checks,
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and other inspections as required by law. Though there are early learning standards
established in every state, there is little accountability for these standards. Research in
this area validates the belief that quality standards are important not only for instruction
and classroom practices, but also for the center environment and teacher credentials as
well.
The fourth type of early childhood education program is Head Start. Head Start is
a federally funded early childhood program designed to promote the school readiness of
students coming from low-income and impoverished backgrounds (U.S. Department of
Health and Human Services, 2017). The Head Start early childhood education program
was created in 1964, as part of President Lyndon Johnson’s War on Poverty. Head Start
programs offer early childhood development and health services to all vulnerable and
low-income children in the general education population, as well as to students with
special needs and developmental delays.
There are four programs within the Head Start Program that specifically target
low-income children by age, ethnic background, or parental work status (Geronimo,
Romano, & Acevedo-Garcia, 2014). These programs are 1) The Head Start Programs
(children 3-4 years old), 2) The Early Head Start Programs for pregnant woman and
children from birth to two, 3) The American Indian and Alaskan Native Head Start and
Early Head Start (AI/IN) Programs, which primarily serve Native American or Alaskan
Native children and pregnant women, and 4) the Migrant and Seasonal Head Start
(MSHS) Programs which target pregnant woman and children from birth to school age
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who are from migrant and seasonal farmworker families (Geronimo, Romano, &
Acevedo-Garcia, 2014).
The goal of the Head Start Program, as of the last reauthorization in 2007 (known
as The Improving Head Start for School Readiness Act of 2007), is to:
promote the school readiness of low-income children by enhancing their
cognitive, social, and emotional development (1) in a learning environment that
supports children’s growth in language, literacy, mathematics, science, social and
emotional functioning, creative arts, physical skills, and approaches to learning;
and (2) through the provision to low-income children and their families of health,
educational, nutritional, social, and other services that are determined, based on
family needs assessments, to be necessary. (Public Law 110-134 110th Congress
An Act, 121 STAT 1363)
The Head Start program thus works to improve equity among children, by
improving access to early childhood educational opportunities for the most vulnerable
groups – low-income children – by eliminating the cost barriers (Geronimo, Romano, &
Acevedo-Garcia, 2014).
The NIEER State of Head Start Report (2016) indicated that Head Start programs
currently serve less than 40 percent of three and four-year-olds in poverty and less than
five percent of the number in poverty under age three. Head Start programs must meet
federal performance guidelines to receive federal funding. According to the Office of the
Administration for Children and Families (OACF), Head Start has served more than 30
million children since its establishment in 1965. Head Start programs cumulatively
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served 1,100,000 children ages birth to five and pregnant women throughout the 2015-16
program year (U.S. Department of Health & Human Services, Office of Head Start).
The Importance of Attending a Quality Early Childhood Program
There is a great deal of research documenting the advantages of attending a highquality early childhood program. The consensus among researchers is that high-quality
early childhood programs make a significant difference in increasing student readiness
skills for the school setting, especially for children living in poverty (Espinosa, 2002).
Increased student readiness leads to considerable positive long-term benefits for children.
These benefits include better health, social-emotional, and cognitive outcomes, including
higher high school graduation rates, a lower probability of being held back, and a reduced
likelihood of engaging in criminal activity than those who do not participate in highquality early childhood education programs (Burchinal, Peisner-Feinberg, Pianta, &
Howes, 2002).
For example, studies such as the Perry Early Preschool Project (1962), the
Carolina Abecedarian Project (1972), and the Chicago Child-Parent Center Study (1983)
revealed the importance of a high-quality early education program in positively
impacting the future of children who were living in poverty. These studies demonstrated
the difference that school readiness could make in the lives of disadvantaged students and
illuminated the need for high-quality programs that prepare students for the classroom
and beyond. Even more so, the Chicago Child-Parent study (1983) posited that the
benefits of a high-quality early education could be continued if educational services were
also provided to the parent.
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Some aspects of high-quality early childhood programs include programs with
more complex activities, experiences and interactions that help children develop more
advanced language and math skills (Espinosa, 2002). Additionally, research has
indicated that high-quality early childhood education centers are linked to higher teacher
quality and competence. Espinosa (2002) also determined that high-quality early
childhood programs had lower child-teacher ratios, higher salaries for teachers, and more
highly qualified teachers.
Unfortunately, though the advantages of attending a high-quality early childhood
education program are clear, not every child attends a high-quality early childhood
education program. In fact, recent research suggested that lowest income families are the
least likely to attend an early childhood education program (Barnett, 2011; Lopez, 1999),
and those that do attend “are found more likely to attend lower-quality programs”
(Espinosa, 2002 p. 3). Research has also demonstrated that only about half of the children
living in poverty receive the necessary early childhood services (Frede, & Barnett, 2011).
Many underprivileged families lack access to high-quality early childhood
programs due to factors such as geography, race, and income. This lack of accessibility to
high-quality early education programs leads to an abundance of children who enter
kindergarten a year or more behind their classmates in readiness skills, including
academic and social-emotional skills. The Head Start program was specifically designed
to offer educational services to disenfranchised and low-income families who are affected
by the lack of access to an early childhood program. Furthermore, the goal of the Head
Start Program is to provide children of low-income families with a “comprehensive

28

program to meet their emotional, social, health, nutritional and psychological needs”
(U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2001).
The Head Start program was selected for this study based on its objective of
offering families living in poverty access to a high-quality early childhood programs to
help better prepare children for school. As previously stated, the importance of being
ready for school has significant effects that carry through to adulthood. The voices of
low-income parents in defining what readiness means to them may help bring to light
relevant issues pertaining to school readiness and school leadership that may not have
been addressed in prior research.
The Importance of School Readiness
School readiness has become an important issue facing children today because
readiness has been found to be a predictor of children’s overall success in school (Duncan
et al.,2007). While there are many factors that affect a child’s overall success in school
and life, school readiness has been linked to children’s later socio-economic
achievements (Duncan et al. 1998). Furthermore, Duncan et al. (2007, 2010), noted that
children entering formal schooling with higher school readiness skills at age five were
more academically successful in grade school, had lower high school drop-out rates, and
earned more money as adults than those with lower school readiness skills. In summary,
the skills that children possess upon entry to kindergarten have important implications for
their overall futures.
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Definitions and Views of School Readiness
Though school readiness is important for children and families, there is
inconsistency in defining what school readiness means. Differing views, definitions, and
perceptions of readiness may cause confusion for parents and school leaders. What
readiness means to parents, teachers, school leaders, policymakers, and other
stakeholders is important as it may affect the strategies parents employ at home, the
expectations, and the demands placed on children, and the leadership practices in early
childhood centers. These views of readiness may have long-term implications for young
children entering kindergarten.
Extant literature has indicated that multiple concepts of school readiness exist.
Researchers noted that although there is no standard definition for school readiness, it is
generally expressed in terms of children’s skills or characteristics (LaParo & Pianta,
2000). Duncan et al. (2007) indicated that school readiness had been referred to as the
social, behavioral, intellectual, and attentional skills that are necessary upon entry to a
formal school setting. The concepts of readiness can be divided into distinct categories.
These categories are: (1) the traditional view, (2) the maturational view, (3) age, and (4)
the five dimensions of readiness from The National Education Goals Panel (NEGP).
Each of these views will be discussed further in this chapter.
The traditional view of readiness. The traditional and oldest view of readiness,
according to Kagan, Moore & Bredekamp (1995), is that a certain level of cognitive skills
and abilities are necessary for children to be considered ready for school. The NAEYC
declared in a 1995 position statement that “traditionally, the construct of school readiness
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has been based on the assumption that there is a predetermined set of capabilities that all
children need before entering school” (p. 1). These “specific brain-based cognitive
functions” are what have been used to assess readiness (Nobel, Tottenham & Casey,
2005, p. 71). This traditional view of readiness has been challenged by the NAEYC and
the NEGP as placing the burden of proof solely on the child. The NAEYC suggested that
all children enter school ready to learn, and it is the responsibility of the school to meet
the needs of each child.
Past research on school readiness has been focused on academic and cognitive
readiness. The focus on academic and cognitive readiness is mainly due to researchers
who rank cognitive readiness (language, math, and reasoning abilities), higher than noncognitive readiness (Blair, 2002), and believe that these cognitive skills are the most
critical skills necessary for learning. Knudsen et al. (2006) identified cognitive skills as
those related to memory, processing, intelligence, motor skills, problem-solving ability,
and language proficiency. Although some cognitive skill development is genetic, most
cognitive skills are learned.
Evidence from researchers support the idea that the cognitive skills, such as
literacy and numeracy, that are developed in kindergarten are strong predictors of later
reading and math achievement (Duncan et al., 2007). In addition, Claessens et al. (2009)
noted the importance of cognitive skills and paying attention in kindergarten, which were
found to be significant predictors of achievement in the fifth grade. Also, early math
skills in kindergarten were found to be strong predictors of achievement through the
eighth grade (Claessens & Engel, 2013).
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The maturational view of readiness. Another view of readiness asserts that it is
a maturational and a social-emotional level that children require to be ready for school
(Scott-Little, Kagan, & Frelow, 2006). This conceptualization suggests that readiness
resides within the child, and is developed over time. This was the view of well-known
researcher Arnold Gesell and his colleagues, who discussed primary indicators of
readiness, such as being able to sit and focus. (Gesell, Ilg & Ames, 1974). Other
researchers, such as Scott-Little et al., (2006) noted that the maturational view is simply
the ability of the child to succeed in an academic setting such as a classroom.
Readiness as an age. The third view of readiness, adopted by most schools
today, is that readiness is based upon age (Hatcher et al., 2012). This means that a
student must be a certain age (usually five years old) before a specified date (e.g., before
Sept 1 of the year in question) to be allowed to enter a kindergarten classroom. Hatcher
et al. (2012) noted that schools rely on age as a determining factor of when children are
ready for school.
The five dimensions of readiness. Lastly, the more recent conceptualization of
readiness, and the most commonly accepted view, was suggested by the NEGP (1995)
and included a very broad definition based on child development and research in early
childhood education. This definition centered on five dimensions of readiness: physical
well-being and motor development; social and emotional development; approaches
toward learning; language development; and cognition and general knowledge. This
conceptualization of readiness takes a broad view that emphasizes the interconnections
between each of the domains, and children’s development. Although these five areas are

32

separate, skill acquisition is reinforced within and between each domain for the most
efficient method of skill development. Following are descriptions of each of the five
dimensions of readiness as discussed by the NEGP (1995).
Physical well-being and motor development. According to the NEGP (1995),
this particular dimension focuses on the general health and growth of each child, gross
and fine motor skills, and the absence of unattended physical conditions or exposure to
toxic substances. Kagan, Moore & Bredekamp (1995) noted that children’s health and
health history are important in understanding the conditions in which children come to
school. Additionally, a child's physical health and well-being and motor development
may be factors that hinder growth and development in the classroom setting.
Social and emotional development. Social and emotional learning and
development is quickly becoming an important topic within early childhood education
because of its significance in influencing school readiness and adjustment to school
(Denham, 2006). According to Kagan, Moore & Bredekamp (1995), “this dimension
serves as the foundation for relationships that give meaning to school experience” (p. 3).
The NEGP (1995) defined social and emotional development as the ability to:
interact socially, take turns, and cooperate; a positive self-esteem and ability; and the
ability to interpret and express feelings. Social and emotional development can also be
described as the ability of children to control their emotions and to make meaningful
friendships with others. Past research in the area of children's emotional, social, and
behavioral adjustment has shown that social-emotional development is as important for
academic success as cognitive and academic preparedness (Raver & Zigler, 1997).
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Researchers such as Birch, Ladd, and Blecher-Sass (1997) and Ladd, Birch, and Buhs
(1999) found that children with more social emotional competence in kindergarten
developed more positive attitudes about school and were more successful at adjusting to
school. Additionally, research by Ladd, Kochenderfer, and Coleman (1997) suggested
that children who struggle with skills such as paying attention, following directions,
working with others, and regulating their emotions, struggle more in school. Therefore, it
is important to note that the social-emotional and behavioral development of children
have been shown to be important factors in predicting overall school success.
Approaches to learning. Approaches to learning, otherwise known as learning
behaviors, is a term used to express how children react to different learning situations.
Kagan, Moore, and Bredekamp (1995) described approaches to learning as adaptive
learning behaviors that included a child's initiative and motivation, frustration tolerance,
persistence, and outlook toward learning. The NEGP has a similar description that
included enthusiasm, curiosity, and persistence in completing tasks.
Current research indicates that children who enter school with a positive approach
to learning have higher school readiness and achievement outcomes than children with
poor approaches to learning (Fantuzzo, Perry, & McDermott, 2004). Studies conducted
by the NCES (2002) supported the notion that children who possess positive approaches
to learning performed better in kindergarten reading and mathematics than those who do
not. Additionally, the NCES (2002) reported that “children who frequently exhibit a
positive approach to learning are more than twice as likely as other children to score in
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the top 25 percent in reading and mathematics at the spring of kindergarten and first
grade” (p. 22).
Language development. Children’s early language and literacy development
opportunities are rooted throughout the social and cultural environments in which they
live. For example, recurrent interactions and communications between children and
adults, and frequent exposure to words and phrases can promote language development
(McGregor, Sheng, & Ball, 2007). Early language experiences and environmental factors
play a role in children’s language comprehension and development. Based on research
that indicated that third-grade reading comprehension test scores could predict much of a
child's success in school, the 2001 No Child Left Behind Act put in place high
accountability standards for students to be reading at grade level by third grade. Included
in the language development paradigm created by the NEGP were the categories Verbal
Language and Emerging Literacy. These categories outlined specific definitions of
verbal language and literacy language including listening, speaking, vocabulary,
questioning, print awareness (assigning sounds to letter combinations); story sense
(recognizing story elements); and writing process (representing ideas through drawing,
letter-like shapes, or letters).
Cognition and general knowledge. According to the NEGP, the cognition and
general knowledge dimension consists of the understanding of shapes and spatial
relationships; knowledge of social customs such as holidays; and knowledge gained from
looking at objects, events, or people for similarities, differences, and associations.
Kagan, Moore & Bredekamp (1995) suggested that this particular domain is important as
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children’s experiences in “rich learning settings with skilled and appropriate adult
intervention” help them to construct knowledge and solve problems that occur in life.
(p.4).
Additional readiness factors from NEGP. In addition to the dimensions of
readiness discussed above, the NEGP (1998) proposed that a definition of readiness
include factors outside the child, such as the readiness of the families, the readiness of
schools, and community supports in place for children and families. In support of this
approach, a 1995 revised position statement by NAEYC argued that “it is the
responsibility of schools to meet the needs of children as they enter school and to provide
whatever services are needed in the least restrictive environment to help each child reach
his or her fullest potential” (p.1).
Readiness of families and communities. The NEGP (1998) noted that family and
community readiness includes supports and services that focus on readiness goals for
children. Studies indicated that while children from all socioeconomic levels can benefit
from high-quality early childhood programs, children from lower socioeconomic families
benefit more than children that come from more privileged backgrounds (McCartney,
Dearing, Taylor, & Bulb, 2007). High-quality early childhood programs can offer
developmental support for all young children but can be especially beneficial for children
with risk factors or developmental delays that may stunt educational or social/emotional
growth.
Readiness of schools. According to the NEGP, the readiness of schools
encompasses the premise that schools are ready for the children and families who are
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counting on them and are consistently raising student achievement to sufficient levels of
readiness. Schools should implement action plans geared toward improving children's
learning, regardless of their developmental level. The NEGP Ready School Report
(1998) discussed ten essential attributes of ready schools:
1. Ready schools smooth the transition between home and school. 2. Ready
schools strive for continuity between early care and education programs and
elementary schools. 3. Ready schools help children learn and make sense of their
complex and exciting world. 4. Ready schools are committed to the success of
every child. 5. Ready schools are committed to the success of every teacher and
every adult who interacts with children during the school day. 6. Ready schools
introduce or expand approaches that have been shown to raise achievement. 7.
Ready schools are learning organizations that alter practices and programs if they
do not benefit children. 8. Ready schools serve children in communities. 9. Ready
schools take responsibility for results. 10. Ready schools have strong leadership
(p. 5).
Head Start defines school readiness as children possessing the skills,
knowledge, and attitudes necessary for success in school and for later learning and life
(Center for Family Services, Office of Head Start). Additionally, Head Start indicates
that school readiness “means that children are ready for school, families are ready to
support their children’s learning, and schools are ready for children” (Center for Family
Services, para. 1). The Head Start definition of school readiness, and the one used in
this study align with the readiness factors proposed by the NEGP (1998).
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Parents’ Perceptions as Influences on School Readiness
According to Merriam-Webster (n.d.), the definition of perception is “the way
you think about or understand someone or something; the ability to understand or notice
something easily; the way that you notice or understand something using one of your
senses”. Parent perception is defined in this study as the thoughts, understandings, or
experiences of parents regarding school readiness.
As stated by Bronfenbrenner (1986), parents’ beliefs and perceptions are formed
by the interactions they have within the different interconnected social contexts that
surround them. This may include areas such as home, family, school, and
neighborhoods. Hatcher, Nuner & Paulsel (2012) indicated that beliefs and perceptions
of readiness form within these diverse social contexts. The beliefs parents have affect
what skills and abilities they instill in their children (Barbarin et al., 2008). Stipek et al.,
(1992) noted that these beliefs are strongly related to actions and behaviors parents take
with their children at home. Furthermore, recent research suggested that parents’
readiness beliefs influence student achievement and outcomes (Barbarin et al, 2008).
Understanding parents’ perceptions of readiness are important because parents are
known to be the first teachers of their children (Barbarin et al., 2008). Examining
parents’ views of readiness may help us understand what parents deem to be important
skills, in addition to helping identify how parents work with school leaders to prepare
children for school. Although researchers have suggested that there is little research on
what factors influence parent involvement in early childhood programs (Arnold, Zeljo,
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Doctoroff, & Ortiz, 2008), studies have shown that parent involvement is related to
higher levels of student success, particularly for students in low income homes.
Parents’ Roles in Promoting Readiness
There are a variety of factors that affect how parents promote readiness in their
children. As previously stated, the ecological and social contexts surrounding parents
influence how they think and act (Bronfenbrenner, 1985), just as the expectations that
parents have influence school readiness (NAEYC, 1995). However, there are ways
parents can help promote readiness in students. Some examples of ways parents can
promote school readiness are suggested in the following paragraphs.
Promoting school readiness at home can include techniques such as providing
children with educational toys, or materials that increase literacy. A study conducted by
Kington, Huang, Calzada, Dawson-McClure & Brotman (2013) emphasized the
importance of parent behaviors such as “reading to children and maintaining frequent
contact with teachers” (p. 266) as a way to help reduce disparities in school readiness
experienced by low-income children. Reducing disparities in school readiness leads to
more children being prepared for school and having more successful academic careers.
Preparation in areas such as math and reading are essential for young children’s growth
and development. Duncan et al (2007) noted that early math and reading skills are
important indicators of higher levels of academic performance in later grades.
Parents can also increase school readiness in children by participating in activities
connected to math. Duncan et al. (2007) indicated that early mathematical skills are a
better predictor of future academic success than reading skills. Increasing school
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readiness in math includes adding math into the day with various activities that encourage
children to see the numbers all around them (NAEYC, 2013). Encouraging activities
such as number talk can also help increase school readiness skills in math. Number talk
activities, as defined by Gunderson & Levine (2011) are parent-child number interactions
that are most helpful to children as they learn the cardinal meanings of the number words.
Number talk interactions may include activities such as counting visible objects (e.g., you
have three crayons), and labeling cardinal values of sets of visible objects (e.g., the dog
has four legs) (Gunderson & Levine, 2011).
Social and emotional skills, such as self-control, and the ability to pay attention
are important to school readiness, as these skills affect readiness for learning (Conti &
Heckman, 2012). Parents can provide opportunities for children to interact with other
children outside of the home or school. During these interactions, parents can work on
skills such as sharing or taking turns, a skill that is emphasized in the social and
emotional domains of readiness presented by of NEGP (1995). Parents can also help
children build social skills by helping children talk about and describe their own feelings.
Encouraging conversation, helping young children use words to describe their feelings,
and enabling children to share their thoughts and feelings are all good ways of increasing
social skills and school readiness.
Parent involvement in schools is another way to promote readiness skills in young
children. Research by Epstein (1991) suggested that parent involvement is related to
higher levels of student success, particularly for students in low-income homes.
Similarly, Mendez (2010) noted that parent involvement in school activities positively
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influenced school readiness in young children. Moreover, Jung (2016) noted that when
parents participated in activities at home that encouraged language interactions, these
activities increased language development, which is important for school readiness.
Teachers’ Perceptions as Influences on School Readiness
Much of the research on teachers’ perceptions of school readiness has indicated
that teachers perceived readiness to be strongly associated with social and emotional
aspects of learning such as following directions, taking turns, and regulating behavior
(Heaviside & Farris, 1993; Lin, Lawrence & Gorrell, 2003). Teachers’ perceptions about
readiness are influenced by many factors, including their surrounding environmental and
social contexts, and life experiences as teachers and learners (Lin, Lawrence & Gorrell,
2003). The perceptions that teachers have about school readiness influences their
instructional practices in the classroom (Kagan, 1992), as well as helping to establish a
supportive classroom environment that promotes readiness and development in children
(Willer & Bredekamp, 1990).
Teachers’ perceptions about readiness also impact the expectations they have
regarding a child’s school readiness. The expectations that teachers have of childrens’
abilities can influence academic achievement (Jacobs & Harvey, 2010). Furthermore, the
relationship that teachers have with children can influence school readiness (Palermo,
Hanish, Martin, Fabes, & Reiser, 2007). The study by Palermo et al. (2007) emphasized
the importance of the quality of the teacher-child relationship and its influences on
children’s readiness for and adjustment to kindergarten. Palermo et al. (2007) also
indicated that close teacher-child relationships were predictors of increased school
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readiness, and “dependent or conflictive relationships” were predictors of lower levels of
school readiness, and “increased rates of school adjustment problems” (p. 408).
It is easy to see that the way teachers perceive readiness impacts how they interact
with children, and ultimately impacts children’s readiness. Consequently, the actions that
teachers take to prepare children for school can positively or negatively impact children’s
school readiness. It is therefore important to understand teachers’ perceptions about
readiness.
Teachers’ Roles in Promoting Readiness
Research has indicated that teachers can promote school readiness in children in
many ways. First, creating a nurturing and inviting classroom environment, and fostering
nurturing relationships with children is beneficial in helping children gain social and
emotional skills (Copple & Bredekamp, 2009). Gaining social and emotional skills
increases school readiness. Communicating with families and inviting parents to be
involved in their children’s education is one way teachers can help increase readiness
among students (Epstein, 1988).
Connecting with families on a regular basis to discuss children’s learning goals
can help encourage parents to participate in learning activities with children that could
increase readiness. Setting daily routines in the classroom is another way to help children
practice skills and prepare for learning. Direct instruction in reading and math
incorporated into daily classroom routines are noted practices suggested by Burger
(2015) to foster school readiness in young children.
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When teachers and school leaders understand parents’ beliefs of readiness, it may
help increase parent involvement in educational decision-making. This may help to
“improve school programs and school climate, provide family services and support,
increase parents' skills and leadership, connect families with others in the school and in
the community, and help teachers with their work” (Epstein, 1995 p. 701). The effects of
parent involvement and partnership with early childhood center teachers and leaders has
implications that reach far beyond increasing student readiness.
The Role of Early Childhood Center School Leaders
The collaboration between early childhood leaders and parents is an essential part
of any high-quality school learning environment. Bronfenbrenner (2004) posited that the
family is the primary entity that prepares children for school and life, and that children
benefit most when all of the adults who care about them work together. A parents’ role
in preparing children for school and life indicates the importance of the interactions
between parents and early childhood leaders as influencers of children’s school readiness.
The role of a school leader is important in determining student outcomes.
Leithwood, Day, Sammons, Harris, & Hopkins (2006) noted that school leadership is an
important factor that affects student learning, and in a school setting, school leadership is
second only to teaching. Leaders in early childhood education play a key role in student
learning and school success (Cranston, 2013), and there is a need for high-quality
education in all early childhood centers that would prepare students for success in the
kindergarten classroom. Parent and family engagement plays a large part in student
growth and development and is key to student success. What parents do and how they
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interact with their children at home and at school is an important indicator of how
successful children will be in school (Epstein 1998). Parent engagement also affects how
early childhood leaders support parents as valued educational partners in the educational
process (Bloom, 2000).
Communication strategies to actively engage parents and increase parent
involvement in schools, are not new. In fact, Epstein (1995) created a framework of six
types of parental involvement that “ helps educators develop more comprehensive
programs of school and family partnerships and also helps researchers locate their
questions and results in ways that inform and improve practices” (p. 705). Epstein noted
that “the six types of involvement can guide the development of a balanced,
comprehensive program of partnerships, including opportunities for family involvement
at school and at home, with potentially important results for students, parents, and
teachers (p. 707). The types of involvement are broad, but each contributes to student
learning and success. Epstein believes that schools and families need to partner together
to help children be successful in school. The 6 types of parental involvement as defined
by Epstein (1995) are: parenting, communicating, volunteering, learning at home,
decision making, and collaborating with the community.
Though the responsibilities of a school leader are important, there is a paucity of
research in the area of leadership in early childhood education (Mujis, Aubrey, Harris &
Briggs, 2004). Understanding the role of an early childhood school leader can affect the
quality and amount of interactions between parents and school leaders, and may influence
school readiness. Epstein (1998; 2013) noted the need for parents and schools to work
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together to help children be successful in school. The responsibility of family
engagement lies with both parents and schools. Parents must be willing to work with
school leaders to volunteer or to be available to help children reinforce skills they have
learned in school. Schools must make an extra effort to reach out to parents and enable
them to be contributing members of their child’s educational experience and school
readiness.
Early Childhood Center School Leaders and School Readiness
Research in the area of early childhood school leadership is minimal, but a
handful of studies conducted abroad have indicated a relationship between effective early
childhood school leadership and high-quality early childhood centers (Mujis et al., 2004;
Siraj-Blatchford, & Manni, 2008). Siraj-Blatchford & Manni (2008) revealed that
effective early childhood school leaders had a significant impact on children’s overall
achievement and academic success. According to Siraj-Blatchford & Manni, the most
effective early childhood school leaders have strong leadership skills, motivate others,
and share the vision of the center’s pedagogical and curricular practices. Unfortunately,
models of effective early childhood leadership strategies that promote school readiness
are currently lacking, especially in the United States. As explained by Ang (2012), “there
is undoubtedly scope for more empirical research on leading and managing in the early
years, not least with regards to how the notion of effective leadership can be defined, and
its impact on the outcomes for children” (p.302). Other factors that contribute to
children’s school readiness are explored in the following paragraphs.
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Other Factors Influencing School Readiness
Researchers have examined many factors that are associated with children’s
school readiness. LaParo & Pianta (2000) indicated that the child’s social-emotional
competence is a factor associated with readiness, while other researchers noted factors
such as parenting and socioeconomic status are key to readiness (Baker, Grissmer,
Cameron, & Rimm-Kaufman 2012). In addition, a study by Burchinal, Peisner-Feinberg,
Pianta, & Howes (2002) specified the relationship between family background and family
characteristics as factors associated with school readiness. Other research in this area
revealed that the quality of parenting (NICHD Early Child Care Research Network,
2002), and racial and ethnic factors (Nord, Lennon, Liu, & Chandler, 1999) were also
strongly linked to children’s readiness for school.

The Environment as an Influence on Parents’, Teachers’ and School Leaders’
Perceptions
A key part of this study relies on the understanding that parents’ views of
readiness are important in shaping school readiness for children. Bronfenbrenner (1986),
suggested that parents’ perceptions are formed by the interactions they have within the
different interconnected social contexts that surround them. The term social contexts
denotes surrounding areas such as homes, families, schools, and neighborhoods. Parents’
views of readiness are influenced by the interactions with their surrounding environments
and their personal experiences. Environmental interactions, such as the relationship
between the parents and schools, affects a child’s capacity to learn (Bronfenbrenner,
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1986). According to Bronfenbrenner (1979) we cannot expect to fully understand the
actions and behaviors of people until we examine the influences of the environments
around them. Based on this idea that interactions between and within changing
environments affect human development, Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory
(1979) is used as a basis for understanding how parents’, teachers’, and school leaders’
views of readiness are formed, and the ecological systems that helped shape their views
on school readiness.
Bronfenbrenner's Ecological Systems Model (1979) described five key layers of
systems that affect a developing child. Bronfenbrenner's model begins with the child,
who is at the center of the five layers of systems. The developing child brings his or her
unique characteristics, personality, and influences that impact and are impacted by each
layer. These layers of systems are known as the microsystem, the mesosystem, the
exosystem, the macrosystem and the chronosystem. Bronfenbrenner later revised his
original theory, changing the name to the Bioecological Model (1995). Ashiabi &
O’Neal (2015) noted that the newer, more refined bioecological model emphasized
“differentiating between the concepts of environment, the person, proximal process, and
the concept of time as they relate to human development” (p. 2). Both models are used in
this paper to emphasize beliefs and the interactions between the various systems and how
they affect one another over time.
Bronfenbrenner (1979) suggested that the immediate environment and the broader
social contexts affect children where the environments exist. The microsystem is the
innermost layer closest to the child, and where the child has the most direct contact. The
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immediate environments included in this layer are ones such as school, the playground,
the neighborhood, and family. Examples of interactions in this layer of environments
include direct communications between the child and the family, the child and the school,
and the family and the school. Berger (2000) noted that within the microsystem, the
family has the most influence on a child’s development. At this level, parents are
recognized as the strongest influence on a child’s school readiness, and the relationship
between the parents and the school affects the child’s ability to learn within the school
(Bronfenbrenner, 1986). Bronfenbrenner proposed that interactions on this level are
reciprocal, or bi-directional, meaning that the child influences each of these different
environments, and is also influenced by them. Other examples of interactions in this
layer include teacher-child relationships, parent-child relationships, and relationships
with friends. Bronfenbrenner also noted that every interaction the child has in each of the
different environments affects the child’s growth and development (Bronfenbrenner,
1986).
According to Bronfenbrenner’s model (1979), the next layer of systems is the
mesosystem. Bronfenbrenner defined the mesosystem as a system of microsystems that
includes interrelations among the different structures where the developing child actively
participates. Interactions within this layer have direct and indirect impacts on the child.
Examples of relationships and interactions within the mesosystem are those between the
child's teacher and the child's parents, the relationship between the child's friends, and
other types of relationships and interactions between two settings that surround the child.
For this particular study, the mesosystem layer represents the relationships between
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parents and school leaders (parent involvement in and out of school), school leaders and
communities, and their corresponding effects on the readiness of the child.
The third layer of Bronfenbrenner's model is the exosystem. In the exosystem,
Bronfenbrenner (1979) identified structures such as parents’ work places, mass media,
government agencies, and other institutions that are an extension of the mesosystem
which impact the child. The child is not an active participant or a functioning part of the
exosystemic layer but is indirectly influenced by it. An example of this indirect influence
may be the effects of factors related to the child's extended family or the impact of a
family member's workplace.
The macrosystem is the fourth layer in Bronfenbrenner's Ecological Systems
Theory (1979). This layer encompasses the larger and broader context of cultural
influences, ideologies, beliefs and values that impact relationships and interactions in all
of the other layers. This layer of systems is the furthest from the child but incorporates
the largest structures or organizations that have an enormous, if indirect, impact on the
child. In this layer, parents are affected by forces such as the economy and
socioeconomic conditions, outside material resources, and other opportunities that affect
the quality of life for their families. Bronfenbrenner noted that the experiences of
children in any subgroup within the macrosystem were likely to be very similar, whether
positive or negative.
Lastly, Bronfenbrenner’s latter model (1995) discussed the chronosystem, which
is the dimension of time that incorporates changes and transitions that occur during the
child's life. Bronfenbrenner (1986) describes this as "the cumulative effects of an entire
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sequence of developmental transition over an extended period of the person's life" (p.
724). This may include changes in family structure (for example, marriage, divorce,
separation, incarceration, births and deaths), economic status, or other factors that affect
parents and subsequently affect children. In conclusion, Bronfenbrenner’s theory
suggests that children are affected by interactions with their parents, the schools they
attend, and the interactions in each system of environments. All of these interactions
shape the child’s growth and development, and readiness for school.
In this dissertation, Bronfenbrenner's Ecological Systems Theory was utilized as a
basis for understanding the systems and environments that helped shape parents’,
teachers’, and school leaders’ views on school readiness. Views on school readiness are
important to understand, as they not only affect the child’s capacity to learn, but are
strongly related to the decisions and activities parents engage in with their children, and
can influence student achievement and outcomes (Barbarin et al, 2008). Bonfenbrenner’s
theory will also be used to evaluate the social contexts and individual experiences that
influenced parents’, teachers’, and school leaders’ views of school readiness, and to
provide insight into the experiences, beliefs, decision-making processes, and relationships
between parents, teachers, and school leaders in the early childhood educational arena.
Conceptual Framework
To help guide and frame the present research, and to help provide an outline for
the study, a multicase study design and Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems theory
(1979) was used to understand the how parents’, teachers’, and school leaders’
perceptions of readiness are formed. Drawing on Bronfenbrenner’s work, the
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relationship between the environment, parents’, teachers’, and school leaders’ views, and
their influence on student readiness and success in school were emphasized in the study.
All of these intersecting parts work together to influence student readiness skills and
success in school.
The conceptual framework guiding this research study is outlined in Figure 2.1.
As demonstrated in this review of the literature, school readiness is an important topic
that affects millions of children in the United States today. School readiness has
implications for children that can affect their entire academic career, and can set the stage
for success later in life. Parents’ beliefs contribute to school readiness and are influenced
by the interactions they have within their local environments and social contexts.
According to Bronfenbrenner’s theory (1986), these interactions affect parents’ decisions
about school, and their involvement with and engagement in schools. Additionally,
Bronfenbrenner’s theory (1986) underscores the relationship between the family and the
school, and its effects on the child’s capacity to learn.
Parents’ beliefs may also influence where parents decide to socialize with their
children, or even whether or not they participate in any educational programs in the
community at all. Teachers and school leaders need to know and understand how parents
conceptualize school readiness in order to provide appropriate support to students and
families, and to increase the children’s levels of student readiness. The bi-directionality
of the arrows reflects the influence that parents, teachers, and school leaders have on each
other. School leaders play an important role in shaping student success in school, but
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need to work with parents and community members to have the most beneficial impact
on students.
Figure 2.1 Conceptual Framework

Chapter Summary
School readiness is a topic that has long been researched in the field of early
childhood education. While this subject is gaining much more attention, there remains a
lack of clarity on what school readiness is and how it can be measured. Many children
enter school possessing a variety of skills, while others lag behind and remain behind for
most of their academic careers. While there is no nationally accepted definition of the
term school readiness within the United States, school readiness has been expressed as
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the social, behavioral, intellectual, and attentional skills that are necessary upon entry to a
formal school setting (Duncan, 2007). Definitions vary from specific skills to very broad
categories as noted by the NEGP (1995), and the holistic view of learning as suggested
by the NAEYC (1995).
Much of the literature points to the influence of a child’s participation in an
educational center prior to kindergarten on academic achievement and success in later
life. Other factors such as family dynamics, socioeconomic status, and parenting also
play a role in children's academic success, but the consensus is that children who enter
school with a higher degree of readiness tend to do better than their peers academically,
and are more likely to have success later on in life than children who do not have these
basic skills upon entry to school. Studies have shown that early intervention and school
readiness programs that support the individual success of children and provide
educational services for young children and their families are essential to improving the
learning outcomes of children.
The quality of school readiness programs in early care centers is important and
can result in favorable outcomes, including higher academic achievement throughout a
child’s academic career. Longitudinal studies have shown that students who attended a
high-quality early childhood program did better than those who did not attend a highquality early childhood program in a significant number of areas, including high school
graduation rates, future employment, finances, health, and general quality of life.
Bronfenbrenner (1982) asserted that high-quality early childhood centers which provide
resources such as food and healthcare and include parental involvement in their programs
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have long-term positive effects on developing children. Research has also indicated that
early childhood centers that provide parents with training and support, and include
parent-involvement have both short and long-term benefits for developing children
(Bronfenbrenner, 1982) and are related to higher levels of student success.
Parents’ beliefs and perceptions about school readiness are also very important to
school readiness. Bronfenbrenner (1986) noted that the environment and social contexts
influence parents’ beliefs. Parents’ beliefs about readiness guide their expectations and
influence their actions, choices, and strategies with children at home (Stipek et al., 1992).
Additionally, Barbarin et al., (2008) and Lally, (2010), revealed that parents’ readiness
beliefs influenced student achievement and outcomes. Furthermore, parents’ beliefs
affect their engagement and involvement with children and school leaders. As Epstein
(1985) pointed out, “parental participation in schools and classrooms positively influence
achievement” (p. 19). In other words, parents collaborating with schools and school
leaders is related to positive changes in student’s achievement.
Early childhood leaders are charged with working with parents and community
members to help prepare children for school. This responsibility is complex as it
involves understanding the cultural factors that influence parents’ beliefs, and working
with families and community members who may have different views about readiness.
Furthermore, early childhood leaders not only make decisions on readiness based on
observations and other assessment methods, they offer guidance and support to parents
and families. It is important to understand how these partnerships are formed and how
decisions are made on this level to help students make academic and the social gains
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necessary to be ready for school. It is equally important for early childhood leaders to
understand parents’ views on readiness in an effort to work together with parents,
students, and community members to increase school readiness.
In Chapter two, an in-depth analysis of the literature on school readiness,
readiness views, and the impact of school readiness on children’s academic and social
outcomes was presented. Additionally, the conceptual framework guiding the study was
included. In Chapter three the research design and method, and the data collection and
analysis procedures of the study will be presented.
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CHAPTER THREE
RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY
As noted in both Chapters one and two, there is limited research that addresses
parents’, teachers’ and school leaders’ perceptions of school readiness, or how these
individuals promote school readiness in children. Readiness perspectives are important
to understand as parents, teachers and school leaders play a major role in preparing
children for school. I therefore aimed to investigate the beliefs of parents, teachers and
school leaders in a Head Start program concerning the meaning of ‘readiness’ to enter
formal school, and to understand the subsequent strategies they take to promote
readiness. Additionally, in this study I examined how early childhood leaders interacted
with parents and community members to promote readiness in children.
In this chapter, I provide a review of the ecological lens through which I
conducted the present research study and a discussion of the pilot study I conducted in
the fall of 2016 and how the pilot study informed the current study. Additionally, I
include a description of the research design, method, setting and population,
instrumentation, recruitment procedures, data collection and analysis, transferability,
validity, credibility and trustworthiness. I also include my relevance and positionality
statement, reflexivity statement, and the delimitations and limitations of the study.
Researching Through an Ecological Lens
As a researcher, I am seeking to generate practical and real-world solutions that
would benefit parents, community members, and leaders in the field of education. To do
this, it was important to understand how the environment impacted parents’, teachers’
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and school leaders’ views of readiness. I used Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems
Theory (1979) as a vehicle to help me gain insight into the different relationships formed
within each layer of the environment and how these relationships impacted the beliefs
and strategies of parents, teachers, and school leaders.
As the developing child is at the center of Bronfenbrenner’s five layers of
environment, the relationships formed between the parent and school becomes an
important factor shaping the child’s ability to learn (Bronfenbrenner, 1986).
Additionally, to gain an understanding of parents’ and teachers’ conceptions about
readiness, and early childhood leaders’ views and experiences working with families and
community members, a qualitative approach, using a semi-structured interview process,
was the most suitable way to collect data. As stated by Creswell (2007), “Qualitative
inquiry represents a legitimate mode of social and human science exploration, without
apology or comparisons to quantitative research” (p. 11).
Using the knowledge I gained from conducting a pilot study (Desmangles, 2016),
I was able to strengthen the present study by using Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems
Theory (1979), and a qualitative approach to inform the study and guide my research.
These perspectives allowed me to examine the subjective experiences of the participants
and to explore the concept of school readiness through individual interviews. My aim
was to focus on the descriptions, perceptions, and explanations of school readiness as a
phenomenon (Smith & Osborn, 2008) and the position of early childhood leaders in
regards to family and community engagement, involvement, and support.
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Pilot Study
In the fall of 2016, I conducted a pilot study that served as the first phase of the
present research study (Desmangles, 2016). This unpublished study was carried out to
examine the perceptions of parents with children enrolled in a Head Start Center (HS
Parents), Head Start Teachers (HS Teachers) and Elementary School Teachers (ES
Teachers) regarding their conceptualizations of quality in an early childhood setting, and
school readiness.
Participants of the pilot study included 15 early childhood teachers in five Share
Head Start Centers (HS Teachers), 170 parents of children enrolled in the same Head
Start Centers (HS Parents), and 51 elementary public school teachers (ES Teachers) in
two counties. These participants voluntarily completed survey questionnaires comprised
of open-ended questions and five point Likert rating scale questions that explored
parents’ and teachers’ perceptions. The questionnaires focused on beliefs concerning the
meanings of kindergarten readiness, and quality in an early childhood setting. Participant
beliefs about readiness served as the dependent variables in a Kruskal-Wallis H Nonparametric test, with the groups the participants belonged to (parents, Head Start teachers,
kindergarten teachers) serving as the independent variables.
I had three main goals for this pilot study: (1) to determine if there was a
difference in the way the three groups internalized school readiness and quality, (2) to
understand what the differences in perceptions were, and (3) to establish where the
differences, if any, existed.
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I analyzed the data for group mean differences between HS Parents, HS Teachers
and ES Teachers regarding their conceptualization of quality in an early childhood
setting, and readiness for school. The surveys were also analyzed and compared for
similarities and differences within and across participants’ responses. Due to the large
differences in group size, the Kruskal-Wallis H Non-parametric test was used to analyze,
summarize and describe the quantitative information in the most meaningful way. The
Kruskal-Wallis is a rank-based non-parametric test that does not assume that the data are
normally distributed, and can be used to determine if there are statistically significant
differences between two or more groups of an independent variable.
The results of the study indicated the following: Not surprisingly, HS Parents had
different perceptions of readiness than both HS Teachers and ES Teachers. Differences
in these perceptions supported current research that parents viewed readiness in terms of
academic skills, while teachers viewed readiness more in terms of social and emotional
competence. This was the same for beliefs between parents and teachers on factors that
affected school readiness. On perceptions of quality in early childhood programs, no
statistically significant differences were found between these groups.
The findings of the pilot study influenced the design of the present study. Yin
(2009) described the usefulness of a pilot study in helping the researcher define the
methodology for a research study. The pilot study was beneficial in providing a
foundation for the participant selection and the research method and allowed for the
“opportunity to make adjustments and revisions in the main study” (Kim, 2010, p.191).
The participants in the present study were drawn from the same type of participants in the
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pilot study (Glesne, 2011). In addition, the pilot study enabled me to have a better
understanding of the phenomenon and develop semi-structured interviews as the most
appropriate way of understanding the thoughts of each participant. The results informed
the design of the current study, including the preparation of the research questions and
interview questions, and the recruitment for the next phase of the study, which included
the views and perceptions of school leaders.
Research Design: Multicase Study
I selected a multicase study design for this study, to examine the perceptions of
parents, teachers, and school leaders in regards to school readiness. Yin (2006) described
the case study design as a way for the researcher to analyze different cases within a
particular context. Merriam (2009) suggested that a case study design is a detailed
analysis of a bounded system that provides a description of a case or multiple cases.
Creswell (2005) explained that a bounded system refers to a time, location, or a physical
boundary that is important for a research study. In this study, the three groups of
participants, or cases, (parents, teachers, and school leaders), and their location (Head
Start Centers) bounded the study. The experiences, perceptions, and practices of the
participants were the focus of the study. Using a multicase study design enabled me to
conduct an in-depth examination of the complexity of three particular cases within a
specific context (Stake, 1995; Yin, 2006) to answer the “how” and “why” questions
pertaining to my research study (Yin, 2003).
The multicase study design was the most appropriate way to examine the
readiness perceptions and practices of three groups of participants -parents, teachers, and
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school leaders - nested within the context of three Head Start Centers. One key benefit of
using this type of design included concentrating on gathering data from participants in
their natural setting in order to interpret their experiences and provide descriptive
findings (Creswell, 2007). While I did not compare findings across the different cases,
the multicase study design can allow for a small amount of comparative data, which may
be helpful during the analyzation process (Yin, 2006).
I chose to conduct a multicase study in the real life context of the Head Start
centers to focus on the experiences, perceptions, and practices of parents, teachers, and
school leaders about school readiness. Using multiple cases enabled me to increase the
number of participants for the study, which was beneficial in improving the
generalizability of the findings (Merriam, 1998). In addition, using multiple cases to
study readiness perceptions and practices helped to provide consistency in the findings.
Research Method: Semi-Structured Interviews
I conducted semi-structured interviews in this study. Adams (2015), remarked
that semi-structured interviews are interviews that “employ a blend of closed and openended questions, often accompanied by follow-up why or how questions” (p. 493).
Additionally, Glesne (2011) described semi-structured interviews as a “more structured
and orderly process” than unstructured or conversational interviews (p. 103). Semistructured interviews are well suited for interviews where the researcher interviews one
person at a time in a conversational format. Semi-structured interviews are also
appropriate for situations in which the researcher desires to use probing questions to
understand the thoughts of each participant. Additionally, Adams (2015) suggested that
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the semi-structured interview format is suitable for times when responders may not be
truthful when sitting together in a group design.
Research Question
The perceptions that parents’, teachers’ and early childhood school leaders have
about readiness affects the how they promote school readiness in children. To
understand the how parents’, teachers’, and school leaders understand readiness and
promote readiness in students, the following research question guided this study:
How do Head Start parents, teachers and school leaders perceive and promote school
readiness? To answer this research question, I focused on answering these questions:
1. How do parents perceive readiness for children entering kindergarten?
2. What strategies do parents use to promote readiness for children entering
kindergarten?
3. How do early childhood teachers perceive readiness for children entering
kindergarten?
4. How do early childhood teachers promote readiness for the children in their
classroom?
5. How do early childhood school leaders perceive readiness for children entering
kindergarten?
6. How do early childhood leaders promote readiness for children entering
kindergarten, through collaboration with parents and community members?
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Research Setting
The Head Start Program is a free program that promotes school readiness in
children from low-income families. Head Start is also accredited by the National
Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC). The NAEYC accreditation
is important as early childhood centers that achieve NAEYC accreditation have “met
NAEYC’s 10 standards for high-quality early childhood education”, and “have
demonstrated that they provide a safe and healthy environment for children, have
teachers who are well-trained, have access to excellent teaching materials, and work with
a curriculum that is appropriately challenging and developmentally sound”
(NAEYC.org/accreditation).
The Head Start centers were essential to the goals of this study as I was
determined to understand the readiness perceptions and strategies of low-income
families. Permission from the regional office of the Head Start Program was granted to
contact center employees and parents for research purposes, and interviews were
conducted at the Head Start Center. The Head Start centers were located in two counties
in the northwest part of a southeastern state in the United States. Information about the
counties and a description of the Head Start Centers are detailed below.
County A (Pitt County) was approximately 512 square miles and as of the 2010
census, the county’s population was 119,224. The unemployment rate for Pitt County
was 3.4 % as of April 2017. There were two universities located in this county along
with 14 elementary schools, five middle schools, four high schools, and a career and
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technology center at the time of the study. Additionally, a total of two Head Start Centers
were located in Pitt County at the time of the study.
County B (Oxford County) was approximately 674 square miles, with a
population of 74,273, as of the 2010 census. The unemployment rate in Oxford County
was approximately 3.5%, as of April 2017. There were ten elementary schools, three
middle schools, three high schools, one career center, and one academy located in Oxford
County at the time of the study. In addition, there were a total of three Head Start
Centers located in Oxford County at the time the study took place.
A description of the three Head Start centers participating in the study is provided
below.
•

Bloomfield Head Start Center employed ten full-time certified teachers

with an enrollment of 70 full-time students.
•

Harrison Head Start Center employed four full-time certified teachers with

an enrollment of 74 full-time students.
•

Edison Head Start Center employed nine full-time certified teachers, with

an enrollment of 94 full-time students.
Population and Sample
This qualitative study was designed to gather the voices of the individuals
involved. Given my research questions and the goals of my study, a purposeful sampling
technique was the best sampling strategy for the study. Creswell (2005) indicated that a
purposeful sampling is “a qualitative sampling procedure in which researchers
intentionally select individuals and sites to learn or understand the central phenomenon”
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(p. 596). Moreover, Merriam (1998) noted that purposeful sampling is the recommended
strategy for case studies, as purposive sampling allows the researcher to select a sample
from the population which he or she can learn the most from. The research sample
included a subset of the population of Head Start parents, teachers, and school leaders in
two counties in a southeastern state.
The three Head Start centers selected for the study were purposefully chosen
based on their size and location, and because these same centers were used in the pilot
study I conducted in the fall of 2016. The total number of participants included in the
study was determined based on my availability for interviewing participants, and for
analyzing and coding the data. The types of participants in the current study (Head Start
parents, teachers, and school leaders) resembled the types of participants that were
included in the pilot study (Head Start parents and teachers) (Desmangles, 2016). Study
participants were selected based on recommendations from teachers and school leaders,
and their willingness to be interviewed.
The pilot study conducted in the fall (Desmangles, 2016) illuminated the need to
add the perceptions and beliefs of early childhood center school leaders into the current
study, as the perceptions and beliefs of school leaders is an area lacking in empirical
research. Participants were given information explaining the purpose of the study and
their part in it. Names and identifying characteristics of parents, teachers, school leaders,
and county locations were kept confidential and pseudonyms were used to protect their
privacy.
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The three Head Start centers selected for the study were located in two counties in
a southeastern State. The Bloomfield Head Start Center and Harrison Head Start Center
were located in Pitt County. The Edison Head Start Center was located in Oxford
County. I was given permission from the Office of Head Start to speak with parents,
teachers, and school leaders about what readiness means to them and how they promoted
readiness in children. The interviews with parents, teachers, and school leaders were
conducted at the respective Head Start centers in the two counties. Five Head Start
parents, three Head Start teachers, and three Head Start center school leaders participated
in the study. All participants were volunteers, and pseudonyms were used to provide
anonymity (Glesne, 2011). A diagram of the participants of the study can be seen in
Figure 3.1.

66

Figure 3.1.
Diagram of Participants in the Multicase Study

At the time of the study, Head Start parents were either the mother or father of a
child enrolled in one of the selected Head Start centers who would be eligible to enroll in
a kindergarten program during the upcoming 2017-2018 school year. The parents
described themselves as the primary caregivers of the children and reported that the
children resided with them in their homes. Four female parents (three White, one African
American) and one male parent (African American) participated in the study. The three
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teacher participants were full-time instructors in one of the selected Head Start center
classrooms.
Teachers in the study were all white females ranging in age from 22 to 35 years
old. Two teachers had Bachelor’s degrees, one teacher had an Associate’s degree. There
were two white and one African American female Head Start center school leaders. The
ages of the school leaders fell between 40 years and 59 years old. Two school leaders
had Bachelor’s degrees; one held an Associate’s degree. Demographic information about
the participants’ locations, ages and levels of educational attainment can be seen in table
3.2.
Table 3.2
Participants’ Locations, Age Ranges, and Education Levels
Center Locations and Participants
Group

Parents

Pitt County
Bloomfield
Head Start Center
2

Oxford County

Harrison
Head Start Center
1

Edison
Head Start Center
2

Teachers

1

1

1

School Leaders

1

1

1

n=11
Age Range
Group

20-29

30-39

40-49

50-59

Parents

5

0

0

0

Teachers

1

2

0

0
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School Leaders

0

0

2

1

Highest Degree Attained
Group

Some College

Associate’s

Bachelor’s

Master’s

Parents

5

0

0

0

Teachers

0

1

2

0

School Leaders

0

1

2

0

Instrumentation
In this study I used semi-structured face-to-face interviews to examine parents’,
teachers’, and school leaders’ perceptions of school readiness, and the strategies they
used to promote school readiness in children. The use of the semi-structured interviews
for this study was the best choice for helping me to focus on how parents, teachers, and
school leaders personally understood and promoted readiness, and how early childhood
leaders personally experienced working with families and communities. The interview
protocol was designed by mapping the interview questions to the research questions, and
by the results of the pilot study that explored the perceptions of parents and teachers
surrounding the concept of school readiness. Additionally, the interview protocol, which
can be found in Appendix B, included questions geared toward examining the
environmental and social influences on how parents’, teachers’, and school leaders’
perceived and promoted readiness.
Interview questions were designed to address the research questions, and to
encourage participants to fully explain their viewpoints. According to Glesne (2001),
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“questions may emerge in the course of interviewing and may add to or replace preestablished ones” (p. 102). I remained open to rephrasing and adding questions
throughout the research process, as recommended by Denzen (1970), who noted the
importance of being flexible during the interview process because participants may
discuss issues that are not noted on the interview protocol, or may even answer many
questions at once. Interview questions for the parent participants included questions
pertaining to their views on readiness, experiences with school, and strategies used at
home. Teacher interview questions included questions about strategies used with parents
to increase school readiness. Interview questions for school leaders included questions
about their experiences working with parents and the community. Interviews lasted up to
45 minutes. The planning matrix used for the research and interview questions are
located in Appendix A. The complete set of interview questions can be viewed in
Appendix B.
Glesne (2011) noted that the attributes of a good interviewer include being
anticipatory, setting aside assumptions, being analytical, probing patiently, and being
nonthreatening, among other qualities. Keeping these attributes in mind during
interviews can help researchers ensure the interviews flow smoothly, uninhibited, and
focused. The semi-structured interview format allowed for revising interview questions
during the interview for flexibility and a natural flow during the interview process.
Recruitment Procedure
I recruited participant volunteers through the Head Start programs in the two
counties. Similar to the pilot study, I contacted the Head Start center managers (school
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leaders) via email explaining the study and what I hoped to gain from the study. I invited
center managers to participate in an interview that would last no more than one hour.
Each school leader was asked to identify a 4k teacher they felt would be the most
qualified to speak about school readiness. I then approached the identified teacher to
invite her to participate in the study. I discussed the study and arranged a date and time
for an interview. During this initial contact and research study discussion, I asked the
teacher to begin thinking of the children in her classroom, and to pinpoint one that is
exceeding expectations of readiness, and one that is not meeting expectations of
readiness. After meeting with and interviewing the classroom teacher, I approached the
parents of the two children identified either during drop off or pick times and invited
them to take part in the study. A mutually convenient time was arranged for parent
interviews. All the interviews took place at the Head Start center where the teacher and
the school leader were employed.
Data Collection
For this multicase study, I used face-to-face semi-structured interviews. This type
of data collection is effective for highlighting the experiences and perceptions of the
people involved from their own perspective. I audio recorded the interviews for
dependability and availability to transcribe and code properly. I also used a professional
transcription service to convert the audio data into text.
Data collection for this study also included artifacts compiled from participants,
and researcher notes. Merriam (2009) noted the importance of tangible artifacts as part
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of the data collection process. The artifacts I collected included examples and copies of
the following items:


Teacher Lesson Plans (Appendix C)



Preschool Activity Calendars (Appendix D)



Parent Meeting Invitations and Agendas (Appendix E)



Parent Conference Form (Appendix F)



Home Visit Form (Appendix G)



Parent-Child Activities Handout (Appendix H)



DIAL-4 Teacher Questionnaire (Developmental Indicator for the
Assessment of Learning) Form (Appendix I)



DIAL-4 Parent Questionnaire (Appendix J)



Weekly Parent Newsletter (Appendix K)



Family Project Assignment (Appendix L)



Reading Drop In Information Sheet (Appendix M)



Reading Ideas to do at Home Information Sheet (Appendix N)

In addition to collecting the above mentioned artifacts, I took hand-written field
notes during the interviews to use in conjunction with the audio recordings during the
data analysis process. A copy of the collected documents can be viewed in the Appendix
(C – N).
Data Analysis
Data for this study included 11 participant interviews, artifacts, and researcher
notes. Face-to-face semi-structured interviews were held with each participant to
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examine the research question. Merriam (1998) noted that interviews are a beneficial
way for researchers to gather information on a particular subject matter that cannot be
gleaned from direct observations or from paper documents. The interviews were held at
the respective Head Start Centers and were recorded and transcribed. The participants
shared their thoughts and experiences on school readiness, and how they promoted school
readiness in children.
The data analysis process for this study involved several steps that allowed me to
focus on the experiences, perceptions and strategies of the participants. The primary
source of analysis for this study was the audio recordings and the transcripts from
interviews held with participants. The interviews were transcribed using the transcription
service Rev.com. Rev.com is an online transcription service that allowed me to upload
and send audio files for transcription. Once the data were transcribed, the transcripts
were uploaded into the NVivo software program. NVivo is a qualitative data analysis
program that is suitable for organizing data and creating nodes or themes.
Using NVivo, I began analyzing the transcripts and notes that I took, along with
the artifacts I collected at each site. I read through all of the material to note the different
codes, categories, subcategories and themes as they emerged. The purpose of reading
through the data was to reflect on the information and identify the experiences described
by the participants. This is the process called coding, and a researcher may read through
transcripts multiple times during the coding process to categorize the data into emergent
themes. Lester (1999) noted that the analysis of data can be complicated, as data does not
always fall into neat categories.
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I read through the interview transcripts several times to refresh my memory of the
interviews, and to make preliminary notes and identify general recurring concepts.
During the next few readings of the transcripts, I began to identify the more prominent
themes (Creswell, 1998). I used an open coding (Saldana, 2009) method that allowed me
to systematically begin classifying the data without having any predetermined categories
or themes.
The first round of coding included descriptive codes, which were used to
summarize the main idea of the passage of data (Saldana, 2016). The second and third
rounds of re-coding enabled me to review the data more deeply to focus on refining the
initial categories, and subcategories. This part of the coding process was fluid; allowing
me to apply and re-apply codes, and to prioritize the data in different ways. Saldana
(2016) noted that this process is called codifying. I then began to look for repeated codes
in the data that indicated repetitive patterns, routines or relationships that were important
to the study.
After a continual process of sorting and re-sorting the codes and refining the
categories, I compared the categories to each other to consolidate the codes where
possible. This process led me to the creation of larger themes, or concepts that were
represented by these categories. To determine shared themes among the data, I carefully
analyzed the data to establish commonalities within and across the different interviews
(Goodwin & Goodwin, 1996). I began with 15 themes that I ultimately reduced into
eight final themes. I then established connections between the different themes. I used
Saldana’s coding process (2016) to drive the analysis of the data.
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Transferability, Validity and Credibility
I established transferability, or evidence that this study’s findings could be
reproduced or applied to other contexts, or situations, by using several procedures. First,
I employed a well-defined study design and qualitative methodology. Also, I used actual
quotes from participants, which enabled me to provide rich, thick descriptions to support
and illuminate the themes that emerged from the study (Creswell, 1998). In addition to
these procedures to ensure transferability, the participants of the study were volunteers
from different external school sites unrelated to me (Creswell, 1998) that I established a
relationship with to complete the study.
In order to ensure validity and credibility, I used strategies such as triangulation,
and member checking. Creswell & Miller (2000) asserted that “triangulation is a validity
procedure where researchers search for convergence among multiple and different
sources of information to form themes or categories in a study” (p. 126). I examined data
from multiple sources for consistency. The sources that I used for triangulation were the
interviews, artifacts, and field notes I collected for the study. Triangulation via these
different sources of data allowed me to validate the data I collected and organize it into
themes. Once the themes were identified and organized, I was able to make sense of the
data and summarize the findings (Lester 1999).
Member checking allowed me to contact the study participants to review the
information they provided. Creswell & Miller (2000) identified member checking as a
way for participants to “confirm the credibility of the information and narrative account
(p. 127).” Creswell & Miller (2000) also indicated that “qualitative researchers routinely
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employ member checking, triangulation, thick description, peer reviews, and external
audits” (p.124). Lincoln & Guba (1985) noted that member checking was a “crucial
technique for establishing credibility” (p.314). Contacting participants of the study to
review the data to confirm its accuracy helped me to confirm the credibility of the data.
Contacting participants of the study involved phone calls, emails and meetings
with parents, teachers, and school leaders, to discuss and review the details of the data
they provided. The transcribed data was sent to the participant via email or given to the
participant during a face-to-face meeting. Participants were given an opportunity to
review their interview data to check for accuracy. Responses from participants indicated
that the findings accurately reflected the data they provided during the interviews.
In an effort to establish trustworthiness and to build trust with the participants,
(and also the reader) I employed the peer debriefing technique as another means of
validity checking (Creswell & Miller, 2000). According to Lincoln & Guba, (1985), peer
debriefing “is a process of exposing oneself to a disinterested peer in a manner paralleling
an analytic session and for the purpose of exploring aspects of the inquiry that might
otherwise remain only implicit within the inquirer’s mind” (p. 308). The peer debriefer,
described by Lincoln & Guba (1985) as a “non-involved professional peer” (p. 283), was
a retired New York City school administrator with experience in early childhood
education. The peer debriefer met with me several times during the research study and
offered valuable feedback about the analysis of the data, the findings, and implications
for future research. In addition, the peer debriefer was familiar with issues pertaining to
kindergarten readiness. The peer debriefer provided me with a different viewpoint and a
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means of having relevant conversations about the study and the research process. After
meeting with the peer debriefer, a summary of the findings - including my interpretations
- was drafted.
Relevance and Positionality
My experiences during my upbringing have led me to strongly value education.
As a daughter of Caribbean immigrants who left their homeland in search of better
opportunities, my philosophical beliefs about education were shaped by the values my
parents held dear. They fostered an environment where I was always encouraged to
prioritize my studies above all else. At a young age, I realized that my parents created
opportunities for me which they never enjoyed themselves. They sacrificed what little
they had to send my siblings and me to the best schools they could find. Because of this,
I resolved to persevere through school, even while others around me did not. I
understood my parents’ motivation; I observed how their life experiences and their
surrounding environment influenced the decisions they made and how those decisions
have impacted my life. But what about other parents? Did they make different choices?
If so, why? Believing that the environment and social contexts played a role in the
beliefs and choices parents made, I desired to understand the environmental factors that
impact parents’ belief systems regarding how they perceive and promote readiness.
I began my teaching career in an underprivileged school in the inner city of New
York. I have also taught in several school districts in the South. Over the course of my
teaching experience, I have come to a critical understanding: children’s earliest
experiences at home and in school influence who they become as future scholars and
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members of society. Parents are the most important people in a young child’s life;
therefore, their perceptions about school readiness are vitally important as they influence
the actions and decisions that affect a child’s entire academic career. These perceptions
are formed through a combination of the parents’ experiences, their immediate
environment, cultural norms, and the larger political climate (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).
Additionally, the relationships parents form in these environments – particularly with
school leaders – influences how well children are able to learn in the school setting
(Bronfenbrenner, 1989). Knowing how parents internalize school readiness and make
meaning of it is crucial if we are to understand their decision-making process and the
readiness strategies they apply with their children.
As an educator, seeing the large discrepancy in skill level between students as
they enter the kindergarten classroom was shocking. Students’ educational experiences
before kindergarten are a good indicator of a child's later success in his or her academic
life. Studies such as The Perry Preschool Project (1962), The Carolina Abecedarian
Project (1972), and The Chicago Child-Parent Center Study (1983) have supported this
theory. Evidence demonstrating that the social and economic benefits of high-quality
early education for children are both substantial and lasting is overwhelming. I believe
that every child should be given the opportunity to attend a high-quality early childhood
center, yet many do not. For these reasons, I have chosen to conduct research in the area
of early childhood education, with a focus on parents’, teachers’, and school leaders’
perceptions and promotion of readiness. I strongly believe that this research is important
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and may help to identify areas for improvement in how children are prepared for entrance
into formal school.
In this study, I aimed to extend the body of research on early childhood education
by examining the views of parents, teachers, and school leaders in regards to what school
readiness means, and the strategies they employ to prepare children for kindergarten.
This research was necessary to offer insight into the intricacy of the meaning of school
readiness for parents and school leaders of children attending a Head Start program, an
area which is currently under-researched. Furthermore, this study may lead to influencing
future changes to public policies that may affect curriculum, instructional methods, and
other school standards. Additionally, the results of this study may help bridge gaps in
perceptions of school readiness between parents, early childhood teachers, and early
childhood school leaders, and may affect decisions that parents, teachers, administrators,
and policy makers make about early childhood programs.

Reflexivity
An essential aspect of qualitative research is recognizing my own bias. As the
researcher, I understand that I am the primary instrument for collecting data from
participants (Merriam, 1998). Understanding my own bias and subjectivities are essential
in this regard, as my subjectivities influenced how I chose to analyze and interpret the
data I collected. Sikes (2004) noted the importance of researchers being aware of
positionality and assumptions, as it may influence the research. Guba & Lincoln (2008)
suggested that "Reflexivity forces us to come to terms not only with our choice of
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research problem and with those with whom we engage in the research process, but with
ourselves and with the multiple identities that represent the fluid self in the research
setting" (p. 278).
Though my biases cannot be totally removed, approaching the research study with
an open mind helped me to minimize some of the biases I had (Creswell, 2005). My life
experiences, relationships, and choices make me who I am and shape the way I view the
world. These experiences have also taught me to be a constructivist – in search of
understanding why things are the way they are. I feel a responsibility to share my work
with the early childhood population. I believe it is imperative that we have an
understanding of how we think about school readiness. We need to align our definitions
for the benefit of the students who are in our homes and in our classrooms.
Delimitations
As previously stated, though there are many factors that contribute to the
readiness of a child, I focused only on the perceptions and strategies of parents, teachers,
and school leaders in regards to school readiness in this study. This was intentional, as I
wanted to use the voices of underprivileged and low-income families as the primary
source of data on parents’, teachers’, and school leaders’ views of readiness.
Limitations
The primary limitation of this study was the small number of participants included
in the study. A larger sample size could offer better representation of the overall
population. Unfortunately, as I was working alone, and did not have the benefit of a team
to help analyze and code data, I was not able to use a larger participant group for this
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study. This has limited the ability to generalize the findings. Merriam (2009) noted that
limited generalizability is a known issue that may arise from case study research.
Additionally, only parents, teachers, and school leaders currently involved or
employed in the Head Start program were contacted to participate in the study. Families
who qualify for Head Start are typically living below the poverty level, or even homeless,
and may be receiving public assistance. Parents, teachers, and school leaders not
involved or employed in an early childhood Head Start Program were not contacted as
they were beyond the scope of this study, but may have provided different perspectives
on school readiness. The data examined are the opinions and perceptions of the volunteer
participants, and are not subject to outside verification, nor are these opinions compared
to any type of assessment. Another limitation of the study is that the data on parent
perceptions will be collected at one point in time and perceptions may change over time.
To address some of the limitations of the study, I used member checking to ensure
accuracy of the data, and also peer review feedback to ensure both validity and credibility
of the data. Additionally, artifacts were collected from each Head Start center to provide
validation of the data through triangulation.
Summary
The purpose of this qualitative multicase study was to explore the perceptions and
strategies of parents’, teachers’, and school leaders’ in regards to their understanding of
school readiness, and the strategies they used to promote readiness. The research question
guiding this study was, How do Head Start parents, teachers, and school leaders perceive
and promote school readiness? To answer this research question, I drew on

81

Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory (1979) to help inform the study, and I used
a semi-structured interview process to gather data on the experiences and beliefs of 11
participants from three Head Start centers.
In this chapter, I included a description of the research setting, population and
sample, instrumentation, recruitment procedure, data collection and analysis. The data
analysis process included analyzing the transcripts and coding the data into themes. To
ensure the data was transferable, valid, credible and trustworthy, I employed strategies
such as triangulation, member checking, and peer debriefing. In Chapter four, I present
the results of the study and the analysis of the data.
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CHAPTER FOUR
DATA ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS
Introduction
School readiness is a topic that has been studied for many years. A variety of
factors contribute to a child’s school readiness, including parents’ perceptions, early
childhood attendance, and school leadership, to name a few. Though there is literature
that investigates the perceptions of teachers regarding school readiness, literature that
examines the experiences and perceptions parents have about school readiness, and
literature that examines school leadership in early childhood, is limited.
As noted in Chapters one, two, and three, parents’ perceptions are strongly related
to their actions and the activities they engage in with their children at home.
Furthermore, parents’ readiness beliefs are known to influence student achievement and
outcomes (Barbarin et al, 2008). Teachers’ perceptions about readiness influence what
they do in the classroom and how they teach (Kagan, 1992) and inform involvement.
School leaders’ perceptions about readiness are equally as important to understand as
school leader’s work directly with parents, teachers, and community members to increase
and promote school readiness in young children.
The purpose of this study was to examine the perceptions that parents, teachers,
and school leaders have about readiness for school. Additionally, in this study I
investigated how these groups of participants promoted school readiness in their homes,
schools, and communities. I primarily used semi-structured interviews to collect data
from parents, teachers, and school leaders in three Head Start centers to accomplish this.
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In Chapter four, I present an analysis of the interview data and the findings in
order to answer the following research question: How do parents, teachers, and school
leaders perceive and promote school readiness? Answering this research question
depended on focusing on the following questions:
1. How do parents perceive readiness for children entering kindergarten?
2. What strategies do parents use to promote readiness for children entering
kindergarten?
3. How do early childhood teachers perceive readiness for children entering
kindergarten?
4. How do early childhood teachers promote readiness for the children in their
classroom?
5. How do early childhood school leaders perceive readiness for children entering
kindergarten?
6. How do early childhood leaders promote readiness for children entering
kindergarten, through collaboration with parents and community members?
Summary of the study
Using in-depth, semi-structured interviews, I conducted this multicase study to
examine parents’, teachers’, and school leaders’ perceptions about readiness, and their
strategies used to promote readiness in their children. Additionally, I examined early
childhood leaders’ strategies used to build relationships with families and community
members, and to foster parent involvement. Potentially, this study can help stimulate
changes that affect early childhood policies and standards, and can influence decisions
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made by parents and school leaders about early childhood programs. In this chapter I
present a description of the themes and findings of the study, in an attempt to answer the
research question: How do Head Start parents, teachers, and school leaders perceive and
promote school readiness?
To answer the question, I conducted semi-structured interviews with parents,
teachers, and school leaders at the three Head Start centers. Each Head Start center
provided full time early childhood education that served low-income children with an
emphasis on health, nutrition, and parents’ involvement. Additionally, the Head Start
centers were accredited by the National Association for the Education of Young Children
(NAEYC), and were located in two counties in one state in the southeastern United
States.
Findings
During the coding process, patterns began to emerge, and 15 initial themes were
identified. Some of the categories that emerged during the first rounds of coding are
displayed in Table 4.1.
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Table 4.1
Initial Themes from Parent, Teacher and School Leader Data
Focus Question
How do parents
perceive readiness
for children entering
into kindergarten?

Parent themes
Reading, Writing &
Math skills

Teacher Themes
Parent Responsiveness

School Leader Themes
Parent Commitment

What strategies do
parents use to
promote readiness
for children entering
kindergarten?

Helping with student
Homework &
activities

Inviting/Engaging
Parents

Empowering parents

How do early
childhood teachers
perceive readiness
for children entering
kindergarten?

Social Skills
Regulation of
Behavior

Inconsistent parent
involvement

Open 2-way
Communication

How do early
childhood teachers
promote readiness
for children entering
kindergarten

Communication

Open 2-way
Communication

Open 2-way
communication

How do early
childhood school
leaders perceive
readiness for
children entering
kindergarten?

Parent beliefs about
readiness

Family support

Multidimensional
concept of readiness

How do early
childhood school
leaders promote
readiness for
children entering
kindergarten,
through
collaboration with
parents and
community
members?

Parent involvement

Collaboration between
school and home

Parent involvement
strategies & activities

Routines at home

Cognitive Skills

Parent attitudes

Collaboration with
parents & community
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As coding continued, the data was organized and re-organized, and the 15 themes
were collapsed. Eight major themes emerged from the interview transcripts during the
data analysis process that informed the research questions. A description of the themes
from the different participant groups that came to light can be seen in table 4.2.
Table 4.2
Themes from Participant Groups
A. Themes from Parent Interviews
Theme P1: Readiness is a cognitive ability (reading, writing, mathematics)
Theme P2: Readiness is promoted by home support and routines
B. Themes from Teacher Interviews
Theme T1: Readiness is being able to sit, listen, and follow directions
Theme T2: Readiness is a cognitive ability/skill
Theme T3: Readiness is promoted by school-family communication and family support
C. Themes from School Leader Interviews
Theme L1: Readiness is multidimensional
Theme L2: Readiness is promoted through parent and family involvement strategies
Theme L3: Readiness is affected by parents’ understandings of readiness
The interview questions for the study were derived from the over-arching research
question and the sub-questions (see Appendix A titled “Planning Matrix for Research
Questions and Interview Questions”). Many of the themes that emerged from the data
were applicable to more than one research question. For example, some teachers and
school leaders had very similar responses about readiness, and about strategies to
promote readiness. A comparison of the different themes to the research question can be
seen in Table 4.3.
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Table 4.3
Relationship between Emerged Themes and Research Questions
How do Head Start parents, teachers and school leaders
perceive and promote school readiness?
Research Focus
1. Parents perception of
readiness for children entering
kindergarten

Emerged Themes
 Readiness is a cognitive
ability

Participant Group
 Parents, Teachers

2. Strategies parents use to
promote readiness for children
entering

 Readiness is promoted by
family support and routines

 Parents, School Leaders

3. Early childhood teacher’s
perception of readiness for
children entering kindergarten

 Readiness is being able to
sit, listen, follow directions
 Readiness is a cognitive
ability/skill

 Teachers, School Leaders

4. Strategies early childhood
teachers use to promote
readiness for the children in
their classroom

 Readiness is the result of
school and family
communication, and family
support

 Teachers, School Leaders

5. Early childhood school
leaders perception of readiness
for children entering
kindergarten

 Readiness is
multidimensional
 Readiness is influenced by
parents’ understandings of
what readiness is

 School Leaders

6. Strategies early childhood
school leaders use to promote
readiness for children entering
kindergarten through
collaboration with parents and
community members?

 Readiness is promoted
through parent and family
involvement strategies

 Teachers, School Leaders

 Parents, Teachers, School
Leaders

Themes from Parents
Theme P1: Cognitive Skills: Reading, Writing, Math. Parent interviews
revealed that many parents had similar ideas about readiness. Parents were asked
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specifically what being ready for kindergarten meant to them, and what children needed
to know and be able to do before entering kindergarten. Parents were also asked about
their child’s readiness for kindergarten. A theme that emerged concerning skills and
abilities in reading, writing, and math. Some parents responded by providing specific
examples of cognitive abilities that represented readiness to them. Other parents used
generalities to describe readiness that were consistent with describing readiness in terms
of cognitive skills and competencies. All of the parents agreed that readiness could be
perceived as having the necessary level of academic skill and cognitive ability. This was
consistent with National Education Goals Panel’s (NEGP, 1995) definition of the skills in
the cognitive domain. Differences were not apparent between responses from parents
across the three Head Start centers.
For example, Parent 1 (Ashley) in the Pitt County, Bloomfield Head Start Center
emphasized what she believed were the basic skills necessary for kindergarten entry:
Readiness is knowing the basics. Writing their name, colors, counting, reading
simple words, sight words I think is probably good. That's about it. A lot of the
kids that are in K4 now are going to kindergarten soon and they're learning those
things. So they have to stay amongst their peers and be ready for kindergarten in
the fall.
In the Edison Head Start Center in Oxford County, Parent 2 (Malcolm) observed that
readiness included many of the same concepts noted by Ashley in Pitt County. Malcolm
indicated that readiness included knowing the basic skills that children needed. Malcolm
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further explained what these basic skills were, and the following about readiness when
discussing his daughter:
I feel like she should at least know 1 through 10, simple colors, simple shapes, the
ABCs and recognizing her name. Especially going into kindergarten. Also, she
should know basic colors. How to spell their name, count to a certain number, and
the recognition of shapes. Just simple things. It's kindergarten.
Similarly, Parent 1 (Gwendolyn) in the Edison Head Start Center in Oxford County
explained that part of readiness was transitioning to “big girl school” and knowing her
ABC’s, counting through 10, some colors and shapes, and recognizing her name.
Gwendolyn’s response differed only slightly from the other parent responses, as she
noted the transition to kindergarten as a step in the readiness process. Gwendolyn’s
response was as follows:
I myself feel as if they should at least know ABCs, at least one through maybe 10,
15, and their name. Some may be able to spell theirs, some not. However I
practice with my daughter for her to know her name and to recognize her name
going into kindergarten. I don't know. I feel like this is the basics. The basic step
to get her ready for kindergarten, for, "big girl school," as my daughter says. She's
coming from Head Start, small school transitioning to the big school- I feel like
she should at least know one through 10, simple colors, simple shapes, ABCs and
recognizing her name.
Gwendolyn’s response highlighted her understanding of readiness, which
included the transition from the smaller Head Start center to a big kindergarten
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environment. The understanding of the importance of the transition period from an early
childhood education center to a kindergarten classroom was not noted in any other
parents’ comments. As noted by Rimm-Kaufman & Pianta (2000), “kindergarten is a
different environment than preschool or home. Goals, demands, and the nature of the
classroom environment are different, as is the ecology surrounding this new environment
(p. 493). Understanding this difference is important for parents, as this may help parents
to work differently with children, teachers, and school leaders to increase school
readiness.
To summarize the parents’ responses about their perceptions of readiness, all of
the parents’ comments generally supported the notion that parents perceive readiness for
kindergarten to be mastery of the academic and cognitive skills necessary to function in
the kindergarten classroom. Most of the parents noted that readiness was within the
child, and not something outside of the child, like the readiness of the school or the
community. The concept of readiness being within the child is consistent with the
traditional view of readiness, which is a level of academic or cognitive skill (Kagan,
Moore & Bredekamp, 995), and places the burden of proof solely on the child’s ability to
meet the demands of kindergarten.
Theme P2: Home Support and Routines. A second theme emerged from the
data when parents were asked about strategies they used at home to prepare their children
for kindergarten. Several parents noted that preparing children for school included
setting up routines at home, and being supportive in terms of helping with homework and
activities sent home by the school. The word routine was specifically stated several
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times in parent interviews. Parents relied on their own experiences and subjective
understandings of readiness to create their own strategies to work with their children. The
strategies parents used at home could be described as behaviors to help children develop
good habits for school.
Parents felt that routines practiced at home could help children begin to
understand structure and develop healthy habits that would increase school readiness.
Examples of the homework described by parents are the preschool activity calendars
(Appendix D), and the Parent-Child Activities handout (Appendix H). These artifacts
support parents’ discussions about work sent home with students.
When asked about strategies used at home to promote readiness, Malcolm in the Edison
Head Start Center in Oxford County noted the following about strategies he used at
home:
Head Start sends my daughter her homework, right? In my mind I was thinking
this is pre-kindergarten stuff, you know what I'm saying? So, when she goes to
kindergarten, she already knows how to do all this stuff, and kindergarten will be
like a refresher course. And, so for me, I make sure she is in the routine, so she
knows I got this to do when I come home today, and things like that. We do
homework first, and then play after. I make sure she understands that school stuff
comes first, because that is more important. We do that everyday.
Similarly, Parent 2 (Katelynn) in the Harrison Head Start Center in Pitt County noted that
her routines at home included doing homework together and going to bed early.
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Katelynn noted the importance of these actions so that her daughter would be prepared
for school in the morning. She reported:
We do some stuff at home. She has homework every single night. So they bring
home a worksheet, maybe one or two a night, but it's like, just counting. They've
done a few math problems, so I think that is good for them to get in the routine of
doing the worksheet every single night. We talk about it a lot, and I try to get her
in a routine of just going to bed early, so she's not waking up in the morning, not
ready, and fully awake for school. I feel like that's important too. She goes to
school, she's got to be awake and ready to listen. That's kind of how I was
brought up. Just having a routine, and having a bedtime, and having stuff to do at
the house as far as my parents asking me and telling me stuff to do.
Ashley in the Bloomfield Head Start Center noted most of the same strategies as the other
parents, but felt that reading with her daughter was one of her more important strategies
for school readiness. Ashley asserted that her routines included not only reading, and
doing homework, but writing practice and little tests. Ashley articulated the following:
We actually have a routine that we do everyday. We do a little bit of home study,
home schooling. We have workbooks. We read every night, actually several times
a day. We practice writing our name the right way not just all caps, you know big
letters. Writing them how he needs to write them. We do like little tests here and
there. We have ABC Mouse as well.
Ashley also noted that in addition to the routines she set in place, she participated
in different community activities that helped her prepare her daughter for school. Ashley
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discussed being a part of a “mom” group that included friends in the neighborhood,
parents and grandparents. Ashley shared some of the activities she participated in with
her daughter and the “mom” group that helped her prepare her daughter for school.
Sometimes we go with the kids to JC Park or we go to Greenville. We meet up
with them and let them socialize. So they're always around kids their age and stuff
like that. And like the little ones too. I have a younger son. So it's for them and for
the little ones and for us. I mean we have the Children's Museum. We go to the
Children's Museum which there, I would say, there is some pretty cool stuff.
Ashley’s description of the “mom” group she participated in emphasized her
interconnectedness with others in her community, and the relationships she formed in the
group that helped influence her level of involvement with her daughter.
In summary, Theme P2: Home Support and Routines, highlighted parents’ beliefs
that having a routine at home was an important strategy that helped prepare children for
the rigors of kindergarten and formal school. Routines at home included activities such as
reading with children, doing homework, and having a set bedtime. The routines
described by parents also spoke to their level of engagement with their child, and the
importance that parents placed on school. Parents’ beliefs about readiness influenced
what routines were practiced in their homes, and where they took their children to
socialize.
The experiences that children have within their homes, schools and communities
emphasized the many interactions in different environments that may have influenced
their learning. Similarly, parents’ perceptions of readiness influenced and were
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influenced by the interactions and relationships in different environments that informed
their views and strategies used to promote readiness. The environmental influences
surrounding parents’ readiness perceptions were embedded in the context of family,
school, and the community.
Themes from Teachers
Theme T1: Sitting, Listening, Following Directions. When teachers were
asked about readiness, and being ready for kindergarten, three different themes emerged
from the data. Participants viewed skills such as sitting, listening, and following
directions as a foundation for learning and school readiness. One example came from
Ms. Sandy, the teacher at the Pitt County, Bloomfield Head Start Center, who, when
asked about readiness said:
I feel being ready for kindergarten means you are ready to sit in a classroom
setting for the time needed to, for the teacher to do what she needs to do. Being
able to listen, and sit, and control yourself during those times. Hopefully, it means
learning some letters and numbers and colors and shapes, of course, but it's
mostly being able to sit and learn. Some kids are to the level where they are ready
to learn. Some kids are just not interested. They're not ready to sit and listen. They
still don't know how to hold a pencil even though you show them 12 times every
day, they're just not quite there yet. They're just not mature enough. I just feel
being ready to learn, [means] being ready to sit and listen to someone and not
being as interested in everything else going on.
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Ms. Sandy also noted that her readiness beliefs affected her classroom instruction. Based
on her understanding of readiness, Ms. Sandy discussed working in small groups and
targeting students she felt needed more time and instruction in certain skill areas, in order
to increase their readiness. For example, Ms. Sandy indicated the following about how
her beliefs influenced her teaching practices:
I do a lot of small group lessons, and in the small groups we are doing different
things. The children are on different levels, so sometimes it's tracing your name,
you know and that's holding the pencil. Some are ready and some can't write their
names without a paper with their name already on it. We do counting and
activities where you roll the dice and you count how many dots and you have to
get that many blocks and activities like that. I try to provide my best and perceive
the kids that need me to spend extra time with them. I basically give them more
activities to try to help that primary skill or something that's lacking. I chose to
do those activities based on the level I think the kids are on and what I think they
will need going forward.
Another teacher noted the importance of student behavior and being able to sit for
instruction. The Edison Head Start Center teacher in Oxford County, Ms. Betty, noted
that not only was behavior an important part of readiness, following multi-step directions
was important as well. Ms. Betty said:
When I think about what kindergarten is like, I think the kids need to be able to sit
still, pay attention, and socialize with others. Behavior wise, they should be able
to listen and follow two-to three-step directions. They need to be able to
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understand redirection, to manage their behavior, follow the rules, listen, pay
attention, stuff like that so that they are be able to learn what they need to know.
Ms. Charlotte, the teacher in the Harrison Head Start Center in Pitt County, also
asserted that her beliefs of readiness included being ready to sit, pay attention, and follow
directions. Contrary to the comments of the other teachers, Ms. Charlotte noted that the
curriculum used at the Head Start center did not offer enough structure for children,
which was not beneficial to students who were lacking in readiness skills. Ms.
Charlotte’s comments were as follows:
As far as curriculum goes, we use High Scope, Growing Readers, Number Plus,
and Second Steps to hit all the different domains. High Scope is the main one. It
lets children learn by play. It’s part of the curriculum to let the child lead. We
don’t stop the kids if they don’t want to do something because when they're ready,
they'll come over. So if they want to go to the book center and read a book and
not do our activity, that's fine. I like it sometimes, but a lot of times I think
children need to be told, "It's time to this. It's time to do that." Most of these
children are still learning to follow directions, and I think they need that type of
structure. There is no structure with High Scope, and there is nothing I can do
about that.
To summarize theme T1, teachers seemed to agree that sitting, listening, and
following directions were key factors in determining readiness for children entering into a
kindergarten setting. These three skills were viewed by teachers as the basis for being
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ready to learn. The teachers also described following multi-step directions, and
demonstrating self-control as important readiness skills.
Theme T2: Readiness is a Cognitive Ability. The second theme that emerged
from teacher data indicated that teachers perceived readiness as a mix of abilities in
reading and mathematics. Similar to what parents suggested, teachers associated higher
levels of reading and mathematical skills with being prepared for kindergarten. Teachers
seemed to give less importance to the cognitive skills than the social and emotional skills
they perceived children needed to be prepared for school. Skills that teachers noted were
associated with readiness ranged from gross and fine motor skills, to language and
mathematical skills.
Ms. Betty from the Edison Head Start Center in Oxford County believed that
social skills and academic skills were important for school readiness. Ms. Betty noted
that children needed not only physical development skills, but literacy and math skills as
well to be ready for the demands and activities in the kindergarten classroom. Ms. Betty
remarked:
Well, the kids should be able to know how to sit in a circle, know how to learn,
their fine motor, gross motor skills, literacy, domains, math, counting to 20,
writing their name, recognizing letters. That’s also a part of being ready for
school. It’s not as important as being socially ready, but it is important. Kids that
have most or all of those type of skills are ready for kindergarten.
In the Bloomfield Head Start Center in Pitt County, Ms. Sandy made similar
observations about readiness but noted the importance of reading skills to promote school
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readiness. Ms. Sandy’s response exposed her beliefs that language and mathematical
skills could be learned from reading:
I think reading and being read to gets kids ready for school. Sitting quietly so the
teacher can read, and listening is big. They learn lot of language skills, and
counting while reading stories, counting of this counting of that, and what
happened next and things such as that. Those skills are important too. Now, you
can really learn those skills in kindergarten, but you have to be able to sit to do
that. A child that can do those things would be ready for school.
Ms. Sandy’s comments indicated her beliefs that reading skills were of primary
importance, and that other skills, like language and mathematics, could be learned
through reading. Ms. Sandy’s beliefs about the importance of reading skills in promoting
school readiness most likely influenced her instructional strategies and the number of
reading activities she conducted in her classroom.
In the Harrison Head Start Center in Pitt County, Ms. Charlotte asserted that her
beliefs about readiness included a mix of cognitive and intellectual skills. Ms. Charlotte,
unlike Ms. Sandy, did not indicate her beliefs about any particular developmental area.
Ms. Charlotte’s comments pointed to her beliefs in the connection between social and
emotional readiness, mastery of academic skills, and school success. Ms. Charlotte
explained:
Being ready for kindergarten means preparing the children socially and
emotionally, but also academically, cognitively, intellectually in all the different
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areas to get them ready. The academic part is necessary if the kids are going to do
well when they get to kindergarten.
In sum, theme T2: Readiness is a Cognitive Ability, emphasized teachers’ beliefs
that children with higher levels of reading and mathematical abilities are considered
ready for kindergarten. Teachers placed less importance on these skills, but indicated
these cognitive skills were necessary for school readiness. As noted earlier, cognitive
skills, language skills, and social and emotional skills are all portions the NEGP’s (1995)
five domains of readiness.
Theme T3. School-Family Communication and Family Support. A third
theme materialized from the data when teachers were asked about strategies used to
promote readiness in students. Teachers noted that readiness appeared to be fostered
among students when 1) teachers communicated with parents, and 2) when parents
worked at home with students. School and family communications were emphasized as a
factor that teachers felt aided in promoting school readiness, in conjunction with parents’
support at home. These two concepts were stated emphatically in teacher responses to
the question about strategies they used to promote readiness in students. Teachers noted
the connection between parents working with children at home, and children’s work in
school.
The artifacts collected at the Head Start centers corroborated the statements
teachers made concerning strategies they used to work with parents. Teachers’
comments referenced forms used to invite and involve parents to be engaged in their
child’s learning and school readiness. Examples of these forms are the Parent
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Conference Form (Appendix F), the Home Visit Form (Appendix G), the Weekly Parent
Newsletter (Appendix K), and the DIAL-4 Parent Questionnaire (Appendix J).
Additionally, teachers provided artifacts of assignments or reading projects to complete
with children. An example of the Family Project Assignment and the Reading Ideas to
do at Home sheets can be found in Appendix L and N respectively. All of the artifacts
described represent examples of tools teachers used to help engage parents in promoting
readiness in children. For example, Ms. Sandy in the Bloomfield Head Start Center in
Pitt County discussed communication with parents as a crucial need for preparing
children for school, but that parents had to actually work with their children at home.
Ms. Sandy stated the following:
My best strategy is communication. You have to have open communication with
your parents for you to be successful with the child's learning. But, it depends on
the family. You have to talk to the parents, and you can tell the ones that do things
at home and the ones who don't. The children also come tell me. The children
would say, "I did this at home," or they'll say, "My mom wouldn't do this with
me." I can see it in their learning, too and what the children do in the classroom.
We send home lots of things for the parents to do with their children, and to keep
them informed about what we are doing in the classroom. But, the parents have
to read the information, like in the newsletters or the homework activity sheets we
send home. Sometimes, it’s really hard.
Ms. Charlotte, the teacher in Pitt County, Harrison Head Start Center, revealed
similar ideas when asked about strategies used to promote school readiness. Ms.
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Charlotte implied that children who had parents that worked with them at home did better
and were better prepared for school. Ms. Charlotte noted the following:
We sit down every day, we read stories. We try to get on so that the kids are not
just sitting there. We are just trying everyday to get that learning in and
sometimes it has to be really quick! When we get to talk to the parents about what
the kids are doing, it really helps. We communicate with interested parents as
they're picking up or dropping off and we tell them what's going on. We stuff
their backpacks with great information about what we are doing at school,
newsletters, and things they could attend and be a part of. The parents that care
work with the kids at home. It shows when the kids come back to school. You
can tell the parents were working with them at home. I think teachers talking to
parents is one of the biggest factors that gets them to help their kids be ready for
school.
Ms. Betty in the Edison Head Start Center in Oxford County divulged that
communication with parents was the most important strategy she used to promote school
readiness in her students. Ms. Betty implied that communication without follow-through
from parents was not effective in promoting student readiness. Ms. Betty said this about
strategies she used to promote school readiness:
Communication. Talking with the parent. Explaining things like saying “well,
you could do this at home to help them to build up this certain skill”. The parents
are very open. I have a very open communication with all my parents. I speak
with the parents every time they come in. We do home visits. We have parent
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staff conferences that we have to do. We have parent meetings and in the
beginning of the year, we have the parent questionnaire (DIAL-4). We also do the
Class Dojo where we can communicate with the parents that way. But no matter
how much we communicate with the parents, if they don’t work with their kids, it
won’t do much.
In summary, theme T3: School-Family Communication and Family Support,
described teachers’ feelings that communication with parents about children’s progress
seemed to be the strategy that worked best in helping to prepare children for
kindergarten. Some of the strategies teachers used to communicate with parents included
sending paperwork home with children, but also face-to-face communication with parents
as they pick up or drop children off to the school building. One teacher specified her use
of technology to communicate with parents through the Class Dojo application. All the
teachers indicated the importance of direct communication with parents, but also
suggested that other forms of communications could be used, but are only effective if
parents are interested and willing to work with children at home to help promote
readiness.
While the many strategies employed by teachers to communicate with parents
were similar, (such as communication through various newsletters, and information sent
home about school events and activities) differences in teacher communication included
the use of technology and the emphasis on very open communication and a strong
relationship between the family and the school. The differences noted in teacher
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communication practices may be an important factor in increasing the readiness levels of
children in the early childhood education setting.
Themes from School Leaders
Theme L1: Readiness is Multidimensional. School leaders were asked to share
their views and experiences about readiness. One of the themes that emerged revealed
that school leaders believed that readiness was a multidimensional concept. Leaders
discussed readiness being comprised of many parts, including social and emotional
readiness, motor skills, a desire to learn, and academic skills. These descriptions of
readiness from school leaders were directly in line with the different domains of
readiness presented by the NEGP (1995).
As previously noted, the social and emotional domain (in general) refers to the
child’s ability to exhibit self-control, to relate to others, and to form and sustain
friendships. The motor skills development domain, as described by the NEGP (1995)
includes gross motor skills, such as walking, and running, fine motor skills such as
buttoning and using scissors, sensorimotor skills for vision, hearing, and touching, and
oral motor skills such as movements to produce speech. Approaches to learning, which
includes children’s curiosity, creativity, independence, cooperativeness, and persistence
are important for early learning and development (NEGP, 1995). The cognitive domain
refers to the child’s physical knowledge, logic-mathematical skills, social-conventional
knowledge, and cognitive competencies.
School leaders provided specific comments about their experiences regarding
readiness. Jade, the school leader in the Bloomfield Head Start Center in Pitt County
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described readiness as having many parts that enable children to advance into the next
stage of their academic careers. She said readiness means:
being ready to take on that next level in life, making sure that you have the basic
fundamentals, ready to advance into, you know, Kindergarten. It means knowing
how to sit and listen, it means having those basic skills like math and reading. It
means wanting to learn. So, when we try to accomplish that here, you know, make
sure you have, like, your fine and your gross motor skills, you know, your social
and emotional development, and you're ready.
Ms. Raquel at the Oxford County Head Start center revealed her beliefs that readiness
encompassed the whole child. This view of readiness corresponded with the Head Start
philosophy of readiness, and with the depictions of readiness noted by other center
leaders. Ms. Raquel observed the following about readiness:
Oh gosh. Being ready for kindergarten, just the whole child, you have to be ready
emotionally, physically, mentally, academically. There's so many things that you
have to do to be ready to go to school because school's a big place. There's a lot of
different faces there, a lot of kids there, a lot of rules, a lot of changes as you get
older. Here, I think we spoon-feed them a little bit to get them ready. I'm so
excited that when they leave here. They're excited about going to public school.
Ms. Heather, the school leader located at the Harrison Head Start Center in Pitt County
described similar beliefs about readiness. Ms. Heather noted that readiness incorporated
a multitude of skills and abilities that children needed to be prepared for the kindergarten
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classroom, including social skills, language skills, motor skills and academic skills. Ms.
Heather explained this about what readiness meant to her:
Being able to sit. Being able to function with other children. Being able to
function as part of the classroom. Being able to communicate their needs. Being
able to keep up with the academic rigor of a kindergarten classroom. Being able
to cut and paste and other activities that are necessary. There are so many things
that go into being ready for kindergarten. – it’s not just one thing, it’s a host of
things.
To summarize, Theme L1: Readiness is Multidimensional, school leaders’
perceptions and definitions of readiness incorporated aspects of readiness from the five
dimensions of readiness suggested by the National Education Goals Panel. All of these
descriptions contained a mix of skills and attributes consistent with a multidimensional
view of readiness.
An ecological perspective on children’s school readiness indicates that children
are influenced by the interactions and relationships they have in the environments that
surround them. Based on Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory (1979), children’s
development does not occur in isolation. Instead, development occurs through the many
interactions and relationships children form in different environments that influence their
development. School leaders’ views that readiness is multidimensional incorporated the
understanding that children’s experiences at home, school, and in the community
contributed to their growth, development, and school readiness.
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Theme L2: Strategies to Engage and Involve Parents. The second theme that
emerged from the data indicated that school leaders used a variety of strategies when
working with parents, to get parents more engaged and involved. In response to
questions about strategies that school leaders used to actively engage parents, families,
and community members in preparing children for school, school leaders described a mix
of communication strategies and activities used.
The strategies discussed by school leaders can be classified into Epstein’s (1995)
six types of parent involvement framework. Table 4.4 illustrates Epstein’s parent
involvement framework and the strategies discussed by school leaders to increase parent
involvement.
Table 4.4
Comparison of Epstein’s Parent Involvement Framework and School Leader’s Parent
Involvement Strategies
Parent Involvement
Framework

1. Parenting

2. Communicating

3. Volunteering

4. Learning at Home

Definition

 Help all families establish
home environments to
support children as
students.
 School-to-home and
home-to-school
communications about
school programs and
children's progress
 Parent help and support

 Provide information and
ideas to families about
how to help students at
home with homework and
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Examples from School
Leaders

 Parent training and school
readiness workshops
offered at the Head Start
center
 Parent conferences,
newsletters, calendars,
informational notices
 Parents helping at school
by reading to students;
arts & crafts activities;
spending time and
sharing with students
 Homework and other
special assignments and
materials sent home for
parents to complete with

5. Decision Making

6. Collaborating with
the Community

other curriculum-related
activities, decisions, and
planning.
 Include parents in school
decisions, developing
parent leaders and
representatives.
 Identify and integrate
resources and services
from the community to
strengthen school
programs, family
practices, and student
learning and
development.

child
 Home visits, parent
conferences
 Community speakers,
Local librarian reading to
children; Donuts,
muffins, French toast,
grits

The interactions between the school leaders, families, and community members
were evident and exemplified the relationships and interactions noted in the microsystem,
mesosystem, and exosystem environments in Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems
Theory (1979). Similar strategies in each category were used at each center, but school
leaders noted that even with a number of activities and engagement strategies, parent
involvement at home and at the Head Start center was low or lacking.
Examples of activities that school leaders noted during interviews corresponded
with the artifacts collected from teachers and school leaders at the Head Start centers.
School leaders provided examples of parent meeting invitations and agendas (Appendix
E), and described inviting parents to school events such as parent conferences (Appendix
F), and going on home visits (Appendix G) to connect with family members.
Raquel, at the Edison Head Start Center in Oxford County, gave the following example
of strategies used at her center, and the level of parents’ and community involvement:
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With parents, like I said, we do the home visits, the conferences, the programs and
whatnot here at school, but we have teachers that do Make it Take it Days, where
the parents come and they do arts and crafts with the kids. We even have where
parents come and read with the kids. Even just that little five minutes in the
morning to let them be a part of their child’s education. Those children, they're
really proud when their parent is the one that comes and reads to the class. We do
that kind of thing. We try to do muffins for mom. French toast for fathers, grits
for grandparents. Just those kinds of things to get people to come in and be
involved and take a part.
Ms. Raquel continued to discuss some positive and negative factors she observed about
parent involvement:
We have a lot that come every time and we have some that work and can't come.
Then we have some that just don't come at all. You can't make them come. It’s
difficult sometimes, but we reach out as much as we can to have the parents get
involved. I really wish the parents would be more involved. Even read the
calendars and information we send home with the kids. But it’s hard and we can’t
force them to come in or be interested.
Like some of the other school leaders, Heather, in the Harrison Head Start Center in Pitt
County, discussed strategies she used to engage parents and promote readiness in
children. Heather’s strategies included inviting families and community members to the
school for special events and refreshments.
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We do a lot in the school to get parents in and involved. We have days where
parents come in and read, or special days where we invite families and
community members in for donuts or other foods. But now it seems like we get
more grandparents playing the role of parents. So, it just fluctuates. It's just
different.
Noted in Ms. Heather’s discussion was the reference to younger parents, or grandparents
taking on the role of the parent:
Overall experience with the parents is good, but they could be more involved.
But, you know, sometimes, it's kind of half-hearted. Like, you can get them to
show up certain times. But, to get them to be consistent, sometimes, that's hard.
Some of the parents are willing to come in or get involved because they may have
another child that's already in school, so they know what is expected. But then,
when you get those that, this is their first kid, they don’t do as much. It’s really
not what we want here and we know the kids would do better if the parents would
just get involved!
Ms. Jade, from the Pitt County, Bloomfield Head Start center, supported what was noted
by the other school leaders about the numerous activities and events at the Head Start
center, but indicated there was minimal participation from parents. This seemed to be a
consistent concern voiced by school leaders. Ms. Jade’s account of strategies used to
engage and involve parents included strategies found in many of Epstein’s (1995) parent
involvement framework. Ms. Jade indicated that the purpose of using various strategies
to engage and involve parents in school events was to foster relationships with families

110

and to increase readiness in students. Involving parents in school activities has also been
shown to increase parent understanding of the needs of the students (Epstein et al., 2009).
The relationships between the school leaders, families, and community members have
direct and indirect effects on student’s readiness for kindergarten. Ms. Jade remarked:
Head Start provides different activities for the parents. At this center we do a
School Readiness Workshop with the parents. And they're able to go to that
School Readiness Workshop and it'll help them to know what their child should
know. They're all invited to all these different events. We even have a workshop
in our curriculum that the parents are invited to, but you know, there is very low
attendance.
We also use the library. The library comes out, the library lady comes out once a
month and she reads to the children. She goes from classroom to classroom and
reads to all the children. We do the parent meetings. In the parent meetings that
we have once a month, they invite community people to come in and speak to the
parents on different subjects like breast cancer awareness, child abuse prevention,
domestic violence. We have different community people come in and speak to our
parents about those topics.
Sometimes what works is whenever their child is gonna be doing some artwork or
something that they can come in and see. We have some parents that will get
involved then. They'll send their child's homework in and we'll display it in the
classroom. You may have two out of eighteen or twenty children to bring their
stuff back.
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We also have a family advocate here and she is great. This year she tried to do an
Egg Hunt and we had a snowflake gallery. She had the kid’s artwork all out here
and, "Come see your kids artwork." In December we had the kids perform. So the
parents really came to that one because their kids were gonna sing. She tried to do
some stuff like that which did help some of our numbers, but you can only do so
much. She tried to help get them in here. We try really hard to get the parents
involved, but we could only do so much. It’s really sad.
In summary, Theme L2: Strategies to Engage and Involve Parents, emphasized
the strategies that school leaders used in their particular Head Start center to get parents,
families, and community members involved in preparing children for school. Strategies
involved different parenting workshops, student centered events, and events that were led
by community members (such as the local librarian), and were consistent with Epstein’s
(1995) six types of parent involvement. While there were some positive comments,
school leaders discussed the need for more involvement on the part of parents and
families to be a part of their child’s learning. The importance of parent involvement in
promoting school readiness and increasing student achievement has been widely
researched (Epstein, 2005a; Epstein et al., 2009).
In addition to the parent involvement strategies described by school leaders, the
interactions and relationships evident between school leaders, parents, and community
members were emphasized in this theme. The interactions and relationships between
school leaders, parents, and community members have direct and indirect effects on
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children’s readiness, and are an important part of understanding the ecology that
influences the beliefs and behaviors of these groups.
Theme L3: Parent’s Understanding of Readiness Impacts their Behaviors.
The third theme that emerged from discussions with school leaders indicated that they
believed parents’ understandings about readiness affected what activities parents chose to
partake in, and ultimately children’s preparedness for school. This theme is supported by
research from Stipek et al., (1992), which emphasized the notion that parents’ beliefs
influence their actions, and the activities they participate in with their children.
School leaders reflected on the value parents placed on the education provided at
the Head Start center, and on parents’ lack of understanding of readiness. School leaders
correlated parents’ beliefs of the importance of school readiness to their engagement and
involvement in their child’s education. School leaders indicated that communication with
parents was an important way to keep parents informed and involved, but only if parents
were willing to engage with their children.
Ms. Jade, in the Bloomfield Head Start Center, surmised that parents’
understandings of readiness are influenced by their own experiences and by the people
they talk to. School leaders’ beliefs about how parents’ views of readiness are formed
corresponded with Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory (1979) which stated that
the relationships individuals have within the different layers of environments work
together to influence how they think and grow. Ms. Jade noted that parents acted
according to their beliefs when it came to preparing children for school. Ms. Jade
discussed:
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Parents don’t seem to know what readiness is, so they go by their own experience,
and whoever they talk to. I think in general some parents want to make sure their
children are ready. And that might mean to them that they have to make sure that
their children can write their name and count. And then other parents, they just,
they're not engaged with their children at all because it’s of no value to them. You
can tell. You can always tell the ones that work with their children and the ones
that do not. The sad part is that if the parents, they don’t understand what
readiness is, they don’t do anything to prepare their child.
Ms. Jade’s comments emphasized her concern about parents with a lack of understanding
of readiness, and how these parents are promoting readiness at home. Ms. Jade’s
concerns are shared by other school leaders who voice similar observations. In the Pitt
County, Harrison Head Start Center, Ms. Heather disclosed that she believed parents did
not truly understand what readiness was, and therefore did not take school readiness
seriously. Additionally, Ms. Heather’s comments indicated that parents believed the Head
Start center was a day care center, not an early childhood education center. Ms. Heather
associated parents’ lack of understanding of readiness and the Head Start center program
with their low involvement at home and in school. Ms. Heather noted the following:
I feel like some parents, like they don't understand- they don’t really get the
meaning of what school readiness is- until they actually get into Kindergarten,
because then that's when they start taking their learning seriously. But by then,
the kids are already behind. They don’t do anything at home with the kids, and
they don’t take them anywhere. Like, right now, they think – she’s little, and so
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they don't take it seriously. They just take it like, you know, all they do here is,
they come and eat and play outside. So we are always asking - you know, to
come in and, you know, at least come in and sit with the kids to read to them. But,
sometimes, it's hard to get parents to understand. Because, that plays a major part
in a kid's learning.
Ms. Heather went on to discuss her beliefs that parents’ personal educational experiences
influenced their beliefs about readiness and the Head Start center. Additionally, Ms.
Heather noted her efforts to help parents understand readiness and how readiness is
promoted at the Head Start center. Ms. Heather stated:
I mean, because, not only are you building life skills, you're building those social
connections, you know, and they don't understand the importance of that. We
have a lot of parents here that just think of this right here as a day care. That’s
probably what their experience was – they were in daycare… and so they don’t
see the value in doing educational things with their kids at this age. So, and we
have to tell them, like, you know, we're not a day care. Our job is really to make
sure that your child is ready day one for Kindergarten.
Ms. Raquel at the Oxford County Head Start center had similar experiences about
parents’ understandings of school readiness. Ms. Raquel noted that parents did not have
a clear understanding of what readiness was, and like other school leaders, Ms. Raquel
indicated that parents did not comprehend the purpose of the Head Start center in
preparing their children for school. Ms. Raquel remarked this:
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A lot of times, when parents come here and whatnot, they don’t understand what
we are doing here. I tell people we are an educational program. We care for your
child while they're here, but we want to teach them and want them to learn. I’ve
been here doing this a long time, and there is one thing I know – parents make the
difference. Whatever the parents do affects the child. If the parents believe they
need to do certain things to prepare their child, then they will, and that child will
be way ahead of the others. Sometimes it’s just reading to them, or taking them
places. Sometimes its asking about their day and going over what they learned in
school. It all depends on what the parents think about readiness and how they act
with their children.
To summarize, Theme L3: Parent’s Understanding of Readiness Impacts Their
Behaviors, school leaders discussed their beliefs about parents’ understandings of
readiness and the role of the Head Start center in preparing children for school. School
leaders observed that parents’ understandings about readiness affected the activities they
chose to participate in with their children and the educational decisions they made.
School leaders also remarked that parents’ personal school experiences played a role in
their beliefs and understandings of readiness and the role of the Head Start center. In
addition to this, school leaders remarked that the activities parents participated in at home
with their children affected the child’s readiness for the kindergarten classroom.
From an ecological perspective, parents’ beliefs and understanding of readiness
were embedded in their environments and in the relationships they formed with their
children, teachers, and school leaders. The influences of families and schools on each
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other, and children’s readiness levels, are exemplified in this theme as school leaders
discussed their experiences working with parents to increase readiness.
Summary
In this chapter, I presented thick, rich descriptions of the interviews conducted
with 11 participants who either had children in a Head Start Center, or, were teachers or
school leaders of a Head Start center. The study was guided by the overarching research
question: How do Head Start parents, teachers, and school leaders perceive and promote
school readiness? The research question was addressed by conducting semi-structured
interviews at the Head Start centers involved in the study.
Parents’ beliefs about readiness were explored, as well as the beliefs of teachers
and school leaders in the Head Start centers. Eight major themes emerged from the study
that were related to the research question. Parents, teachers, and school leaders had
different perceptions and experiences about readiness, and provided details to support
their beliefs. Two themes became apparent from the data gathered from parent
participants. The first theme included the beliefs of parents that readiness was a
cognitive ability. The abilities noted included reading, writing, and mathematics.
Another theme that surfaced from the parents’ data included readiness being promoted by
home support and routines in place for children.
Three major themes were revealed from teacher data. Theme T1 indicated that
teachers largely perceived readiness as the ability to sit, listen, and follow directions.
Teachers specified that children needed to be able to sit quietly, follow multi-step
directions (among other skills) and also to manage their own behaviors in order to listen
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to instruction. This theme from teachers supported the findings of the pilot study I
conducted in the fall of 2016 (Desmangles, 2016) that teachers viewed readiness in terms
of self control and the ability to follow directions. Theme T2 reflected teachers’
perceptions that readiness was evident in children with higher levels of cognitive skills
and abilities. Theme T3 suggested that teachers viewed communication between school
and family, and family support as one of the strategies that works best in preparing
children for school. Teachers discussed the importance of regular communication with
parents to discuss how children are progressing.
Three major themes became apparent from discussions with school leaders.
Firstly, Theme L1 revealed that school leaders described readiness as being a
multidimensional concept. School leaders stated many different dimensions that they
described as readiness, such as: social and emotional readiness, cognitive skills and
motor development. These dimensions were tied to the five domains of readiness as
suggested by the NEGP (1995). Theme L2 focused on strategies that school leaders used
to engage parents, families and community members. School leaders used a variety of
strategies at each center, but implied that more engagement was necessary from parents.
Theme L3 exposed school leaders’ perceptions that children’s readiness is affected by
parents’ views of what readiness is. Additionally, school leaders observed that the
activities parents participated in with their children had an impact on the child’s readiness
for kindergarten.
All the emerged themes presented in Chapter four revealed parents’, teachers’,
and school leaders’ perceptions of readiness, and how these groups of participants
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promoted readiness. The environmental and social contexts embedded in parents’,
teachers’, and school leaders’ beliefs about readiness were illuminated through interview
questions that were intended to expose these underlying influences. I will use
Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological System Theory (1979) to discuss these findings further in
Chapter five. Additionally, in Chapter five, I will present my interpretations of these
findings and also my recommendations for future practice and research surrounding the
topic of school readiness.
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CHAPTER FIVE
SUMMARY, DISCUSSIONS AND CONCLUSIONS

Introduction
School readiness is an important issue that has gained national prominence with
the adoption of the national goal that all children will start school ready to learn
(NAEYC, 2004). It is well known that school readiness is a predictor of children’s
success in school (Duncan et al., 2007) and that children who enter kindergarten with
higher levels of school readiness have more successful academic and social outcomes
than those who are less prepared (Duncan et al., 2007, 2010). Understanding the
readiness views of parents, teachers, and school leaders can be helpful in promoting
readiness among students in early childhood centers. While perspectives on readiness are
important, current research on readiness views often only reflect the perceptions of
teachers in early childhood centers (Graue, 1993a). Literature that investigates the beliefs
and perspectives of parents and early childhood school leaders is extremely limited
(Mujis et al., 2008; Stamopoulos, 2012).
The purpose of this study was to use an ecological perspective to examine the
beliefs of parents, teachers, and school leaders surrounding the concept of school
readiness, and the strategies these individuals use to promote readiness.
Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory (1979) emphasized the significance of the
interactions with changing environments in shaping human development. In this study,
face-to-face semi-structured interviews were conducted to investigate these views and

120

beliefs. This chapter includes a brief summary of the study, a discussion of the findings,
and an explanation of how these findings are related to literature. Additionally, a
discussion about the implications for future research and practice, and my
recommendations and conclusions are contained within this chapter.
Summary of the Study
In this study, Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory (1979, 1995) was
used as a means of understanding how parents’, teachers’, and school leaders’ beliefs
about readiness were influenced by the relationships and interactions within their
surrounding environments, and personal experiences. These interactions, which include
relationships such as those between parents and children, teachers and parents, and school
leaders, parents, and community members, affect a child’s capacity to learn
(Bronfenbrenner, 1986).
The importance of understanding parents’, teachers’, and school leaders’ views of
readiness stems from the notion that beliefs inform behavior. Parents’ beliefs inform the
choices they make and the activities they engage in with their children (Barbarin et al.
2008; Graue, 1992). These beliefs also impact the relationships they have with teachers
and school leaders, and influence parents’ levels of engagement (Barbarin et al., 2008).
Bronfenbrenner (1986) noted the importance of parents’ beliefs and their influences on
children’s learning.
Teachers’ beliefs impact their teaching and classroom practices (Kagan, 1992).
Moreover, teachers’ beliefs about readiness impact their relationships with parents. The
interactions and relationships between parents, teachers, and school leaders both directly
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and indirectly impact school readiness. Therefore, the beliefs of teachers and school
leaders are equally as important as those of parents, as teachers, and school leaders
communicate with and support families in preparing children for school.
Bronfenbrenner, (1979) emphasized the significance of the cooperation and mutual
understanding between all stakeholders who play a role in raising and educating a child.
This multicase study was conducted in order to answer the following research
question and focus questions: How do Head Start parents, teachers and school leaders
perceive and promote school readiness? Six focus questions helped to answer this
research question. The focus questions were as follows:
1. How do parents perceive readiness for children entering kindergarten?
2. What strategies do parents use to promote readiness for children entering
kindergarten?
3. How do early childhood teachers perceive readiness for children entering
kindergarten?
4. How do early childhood teachers promote readiness for the children in their
classroom?
5. How do early childhood school leaders perceive readiness for children entering
kindergarten?
6. How do early childhood leaders promote readiness for children entering
kindergarten, through collaboration with parents and community members?
To answer the research question, face-to-face semi-structured interviews were
conducted with 11 participants. The participants included five parents, three teachers,
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and three school leaders from three Head Start centers in a state located in the
southeastern United States. The interview questions and focus questions were designed
to explore their beliefs and perceptions concerning readiness, and the ways readiness is
promoted in children. The multicase study design allowed me to conduct in-depth
interviews with the three particular groups within the three Head Start centers for a richer
discussion.
Eleven interview transcripts were analyzed, and eight major themes emerged from
the data. For the parent group, two major themes emerged. The field notes and artifacts I
collected from participants during the interviews were consistent with the themes that
emerged from the interview data. Theme P1 described readiness as a cognitive ability.
Parents expressed this in terms of abilities in reading, writing, and mathematics. Theme
P2 associated readiness with family support, and with consistency and routines.
In the teacher participant group, three major themes were apparent. Theme T1
depicted readiness mainly as being able to sit, listen, and follow directions. Teachers
attributed these skills to being socially and emotionally ready, one the five dimensions of
readiness proposed by the National Education Goals Panel (1995). Theme T2 focused on
teachers’ beliefs that readiness was in part a cognitive ability, or skill, similar to the
theme that emerged from parents. Theme T3 revealed teachers’ perceptions that
readiness was promoted when there was an increased level of school and family
communication, and family support for the child.
Themes from school leaders included Theme L1, readiness is multidimensional.
School leaders noted that readiness encompasses more than the general knowledge the
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child possesses, but also includes social and emotional readiness, motor skills, and
academic skills. These descriptions of readiness from school leaders aligned with the
different domains of readiness presented by NEGP (1995). The second theme that
emerged from the data focused on readiness strategies used by school leaders, and parent
engagement as a key component of promoting readiness. Consistent with past research
studies, school leaders have indicated a link between parent engagement and student
success on many levels (Crosnoe & Cooper, 2010; Knisely, 2011). School leaders
discussed similar strategies at each center, but noted that parent involvement was low.
The third theme from school leader data (Theme L3) suggested that readiness in children
is affected by parents’ understandings of what readiness means. School leaders noted
parents’ understandings about readiness affected the activities parents elected to take part
in, and their children’s preparedness for school.

Discussion of the Findings
To answer the research question How do Head Start parents, teachers and school
leaders perceive and promote school readiness, this section is organized according to the
focus questions generated by the overarching research question. Themes that emerged
from the analyzed data will be discussed according to the literature and Bronfenbrenner’s
Ecological Systems Theory (1979).
Bronfenbrenner’s Theory (1979) emphasized that child development occurs
within the different layers of a system of interconnected environments. These different
layers of environment influence what parents, teachers, and school leaders perceive as
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readiness, and how these groups interact with each other. Moreover, these environmental
systems include processes that are not independent of other environments and settings
(Bronfenbrenner, 1986). The context of readiness was explored according to
Bronfenbrenner’s theory, and was seen as embedded in the perceptions and beliefs of the
participants, their actions, and their environments.
Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory (1979) and the embedded context in
which readiness is exemplified can be seen in Table 5.1.
Table 5.1
Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory and the Embedded Context of Family,
School and Community
Research
Question:
How do
parents,
teachers, and
school leaders
perceive and
promote school
readiness?

Microsystem:
The system
closest to the
developing child
and the one in
which they have
direct contact.

Mesosystem:
A system of
microsystems that
includes
interrelations
among the
different
structures where
the developing
child actively
participates.

Exosystem:
structures such
as parental
work places,
mass media,
government
agencies, and
other
institutions that
are an
extension of
the
mesosystem
which impact
the child.

Macrosystem:
The larger and
broader context
of the culture or
subculture, such
as the economic,
social,
educational,
legal, and
political systems

Cronosystem:
The dimension
of time that
incorporates
changes and
transitions that
occur during the
child's life.

Focus
Questions:

Parents
expressed the
values held by
their families,
and the
structures they
had in place for
preparing their
child for school.
Some parents
took advantage
of resources
within their
communities that
helped to

Parents
demonstrated
positive
relationships with
teachers and
school leaders on
this level, and
worked to ensure
work sent home
from school was
completed in a
timely fashion.
Parent
participation in a
‘mom’ group.

Parents
impacted by
school and
district policies
and procedures
concerning
attendance and
acceptable
behavior.
Parents also
worked toward
the reading and
kindergarten
expectations
they believed

Beliefs about
readiness
informed by the
cultural
environment and
parent social
experiences,
including past
schooling
experience. The
economy and
family SES
influenced
parents’ ability
to participate in a

Personal
experiences with
school, and
family events
that affected
parent
perception of
readiness, and
activities they
participated in
with children

How do parents
perceive
readiness for
children
entering
kindergarten?
What strategies
do parents use
to promote
readiness for
children
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entering
kindergarten?

promote
readiness in
children.

Focus
Questions:

Teachers’ beliefs
and perceptions
of readiness
influence what
they do and how
they teach in the
classroom. Also,
“teachers’ beliefs
serve as filters
for their
knowledge bases
and will
ultimately affect
their actions”

Teachers noted
open
communication
between teacher
and parent, and
home visits to
promote parent
engagement.

School leaders’
views that
readiness as a
multidimensional
concept was
evident in the
relationships
they had with the
children, and the
families at the
Head Start
Center. School
leaders not only
worked to
promote
readiness in
children, they
also forged
relationships

Evident in the
influence of the
Head Start Center
on children’s
readiness levels.

How do
preschool
teachers
perceive
readiness for
children
entering
kindergarten?
How do
preschool
teachers
promote
readiness for
the children in
their
classroom?

Focus
Questions:
How do
preschool
leaders
perceive
readiness for
children
entering
kindergarten?
How do
preschool
leaders
promote
readiness for
children
entering

necessary for
readiness.

126

Policies
originating
from the
Corporate
Head Start
Center affected
curriculum
choices, school
resources,
community
involvement
and teacher
interaction
with students,
families, and
community
members. On
this level of
environment,
teachers’
beliefs and
perceptions of
readiness were
directly
impacted by
structures in
the social
system
surrounding
them.
Policy changes
in the Head
Start Program
that affect
funding and
financial
assistance,
learning
standards, staff
qualifications,
program
participation
and other
important
aspects of
Head Start
affect the
quality of the
services

Head Start
Center Program
that targets lowincome families
Teachers’
perceptions
imbedded in
their concern
about the
importance of
school readiness,
and the roles and
responsibilities
of teachers,
parents and
community
members in
promoting
readiness.

The study
exposed school
leaders’
perceptions
about readiness
both influenced
and were
influenced by the
greater culture of
the parents who
frequented the
school building.

Teacher values
and concerns
about the
changing nature
of kindergarten,
and children’s
long term
success in the
school system.

Represented in
the beliefs and
perceptions of
school leaders
who witnessed
the evolving
nature of the
academic
demands of
early childhood
centers and
kindergarten
classrooms.

kindergarten
through
collaboration
with parents
and community
members?

with parents and
families who had
direct contact
and the most
influence on
children.

offered, and
school leaders’
experiences
with parents
and
community
members.

Bronfenbrenner’s Theory (1979) emphasized relationships and interactions
between people and objects in different environments that influence human development.
While parents, teachers, and school leaders in this study were located in the microsystem,
mesosystem, and exosystem environments respectively, the findings suggest there were
very limited interactions between these groups.
Parents’ Perceptions of Readiness
How do parents perceive readiness for children entering kindergarten? The Head
Start parent group data revealed one major theme for this focus question. The results of
the study indicated that parents described their understandings of readiness as children’s
mastery of skills such as the ability to write their names, count to 10, and recite the
ABC’s. This view of readiness is supported by the literature as the traditional view of
readiness that incorporates cognitive skills and abilities as readiness factors.
Additionally, this finding is consistent with past research on parent perception of school
readiness (Thompson & Raikes, 2007; Desmangles, 2016). Cognitive skills and abilities
are also noted in NEGP’s (1995) five dimensions of readiness. One parent expressed
tangible skills such as “writing their name, colors, counting, reading simple words, sight
words” as what it means to be ready for school. Other descriptions of readiness from
parents incorporated the same words or phrases such as “knowing his ABC’s” and
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“writing her name”. There were no apparent differences in the perceptions of parents
across the three Head Start centers.
Parents’ beliefs about readiness influenced their actions, and influenced student
readiness in concrete ways. Parents relied on their subjective feelings and observations to
make a determination about their children’s readiness. The observations parents made
about their child’s school readiness influenced the strategies they used to promote
readiness at home. Parents who believed that readiness was a set of cognitive skills, and
who worked with their children to promote readiness, mainly worked to help children
acquire the cognitive skills they felt were appropriate for kindergarten. Therefore, it is
easy to assume that the skills parents did not feel were necessary for kindergarten
readiness were not as readily promoted. Being that parents and teachers have differing
views about what school readiness is (Barbarin et al., 2008; Thompson & Raikes, 2007),
the strategies that parents chose to promote school readiness skills at home impacted their
child’s readiness, and indirectly impacted the instruction in the classroom.
Strategies Parents Use to Promote Readiness
What strategies do parents use to promote readiness for children entering
kindergarten? The results of this study suggested that parents promoted readiness in
children by instituting a set pattern of routines at home, and being supportive at home by
helping with homework and activities sent home by the school. In general, parents
believed that establishing a set of routines at home facilitated children’s learning and
development. The routines discussed by parents included having a set bedtime, reading
with children, and helping with educational activities. Additionally, the results of the
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study indicated that parents believed helping children with work sent home from the
Head Start center promoted children’s readiness for kindergarten.
Research on parent activities to promote readiness indicates the importance of
parent engagement and involvement in activities that increase literacy, mathematical, and
social and emotional skills. Shonkoff and Phillips (2000) asserted that the importance of
the first five years of a child’s life, and the development of cognitive and social and
emotional skills. Epstein (2001) specified that parent involvement impacts students’
academic achievement, and family and community involvement is key for development.
Stipek et al (1992) noted a strong relationship between parents’ readiness beliefs and
their behaviors at home. Beliefs influence what parents do, and how they interact with
their children, teachers, and school leaders.
Ecological Systems Theory and Parents’ Perceptions
According to Bronfenbrenner’s theory (1979), the microsystem level of
environment is where the family is situated. Examples of the immediate settings in this
level of environment include the home, the school, and the workplace. As parents are the
primary source of development, and are known to have the most influence on preparing a
child for school (Bronfenbrenner, 2004), interactions on this level are crucial to the
developing child. Bronfenbrenner’s environmental layers and the relationships and
interactions within each environment can be seen in Table 5.2.

129

Table 5.2
Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory and the Interactions Between the
Environments and the Developing Person
Environment
Where Interactions and
Examples of Types of
Relationships may Occur
Interactions and Relationships
Microsystem
Immediate environment
Direct effects on developing
such as the home, school,
person. Relationships with
neighborhood, church
family members, friends,
where there is direct
classmates, teachers, caregivers
contact.
Mesosystem

Interrelationships between
the microsystems that
developing person has
direct contact with

Direct and indirect effects on
the developing person.
Relationship between the home
and the school (teacher and
parent), the home and
neighborhood, church

Exosystem

Broader institutions and
social systems such as
mass media, government
agencies, school boards

Indirect effects on the
developing person – for
example, school district policies
or curriculum choices

Macrosystem

The larger overarching
patterns of the culture, such
as political, educational,
and economic systems
where the individual lives

Indirect effects on the
developing person – for
example socio-economic
conditions or changes in the
economy

Chronosystem

The dimension of time and
events that occur within the
developing person’s
lifetime

Direct and indirect effects.
Examples of changes include
birthdays, changes in family
structure such as parental
marriage/divorce, death

The results of the study indicated that parent participants demonstrated their
beliefs and perceptions of readiness on this level by expressing the values held by their
families, and the structures they had in place for preparing their child for school. The
outcomes of the study also indicated that parents took advantage of resources within their
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communities that helped to promote readiness in children – like going to the park or the
children’s museum. Noted in the data was the general importance parents placed on the
level of readiness their child needed to be ready for kindergarten.
The mesosystem level of environment, as described by Bronfenbrenner (1977),
includes the relationships and interactions between the different parts of the microsystem.
This would include the relationship between the parents, and teachers and school leaders,
and their involvement in school. These relationships have an impact on the developing
child in either a positive or negative way, and influence the child’s growth and
development. The study revealed that parents demonstrated positive relationships with
teachers and school leaders on this level, and also worked to ensure work sent home was
completed in a timely fashion.
Parent relationships with other parents, and involvement in activities outside of
the home are evident on this level of environment and can have an impact on children’s
readiness. As noted in Chapter Four, one parent emphasized learning through a “mom”
group she participated in which included friends, parents, and grandparents. In the
“mom” group, the parents shared their thoughts about strategies to increase school
readiness. For example, the parent discussed the following:
I'm in a mom group and we have play dates and stuff like that. We just learned
things to work at with at home with the kids to help prepare them for
kindergarten. It's like a home schooling, but I don't home school. It's really just a
bunch of moms that come together and collaborate thoughts and stuff like that.
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Some kids are not as advanced in school as others. So we just kind of, hey what
works for you? What works for you? What are you doing? What are you doing?
The exosystem layer of environment (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) includes structures
such as parental work places, mass media, government agencies, and other institutions
that are an extension of the mesosystem which impact the child. The outcome of the
study implied that parents’ beliefs of readiness were exemplified in this layer of
environment as parents adhered to school and district policies and procedures concerning
attendance and acceptable behavior. The findings of the study also indicated that parents
worked toward the reading and kindergarten expectations they believed were necessary
for the growth and development of their child. Additionally, the results of the study
suggested that working parents had limited time to be involved in school based activities
or to volunteer on a consistent basis. As noted previously, parent involvement is a key
factor impacting children’s success in school (Epstein, 2001).
The macrosystem layer of environment is where Bronfenbrenner (1979) noted the
existence of the larger and broader context of the culture or subculture, such as the
economic, social, educational, legal, and political systems. The results of the study
revealed that parents’ beliefs about readiness were informed by their cultural
environment in which they lived, and their social experiences, including past schooling
experiences. Moreover, the economy and family SES influenced parents’ abilities to
participate in a Head Start center program that targets low-income families, and families
considered at risk. These systems – economic, social, educational, cultural, and political
played a role in shaping the perceptions and experiences parents had about readiness.
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The chronosystem, known as the dimension of time that incorporates changes and
transitions that occur during the child's life (Bronfenbrenner, 1995), was also evident in
how parents perceived readiness. Parents described their personal experiences with
school and family events that affected their perception of readiness, and activities they
participated in with their child. Some of these experiences and events included moving,
getting married or divorced, having other children, or being unable to participate in
activities because of incarceration or lack of funding.
Early Childhood Teachers’ Perceptions of Readiness
How do early childhood teachers perceive readiness for children entering
kindergarten? The outcomes of this study revealed that teachers in all three Head Start
centers primarily discussed readiness as being able to sit, listen and follow directions.
The results of the study also exposed early childhood teachers’ beliefs that pre-academic
skills were less important, but necessary for success in kindergarten. Early childhood
teachers’ placed more emphasis on behavioral skills to define their perceptions of school
readiness and skills necessary to function in kindergarten. This view of readiness from
teachers is consistent with research from Lin, Lawrence and Gorrell, (2003). One teacher
clearly noted:
It's mostly being ready to sit and learn. Readiness is more social. Like more being
able to sit because as you sit you can learn, you can process, but if you are not
sitting there is no way that you can learn – and neither can anyone else.
It is not surprising that early childhood teachers noted their beliefs about readiness
to chiefly reflect social behaviors. Teachers indicated that a students’ abilities to follow
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classroom routines, rules, and directions on a consistent basis, and cooperating and
working well with others was a key to readiness. However, while it is clear that the skills
described by teachers (sitting, listening, and following directions) are important for
school success, teachers incorrectly labeled these skills as social and emotional
development skills.
Many teachers discussed specific skills such as sitting, listening and following
directions, and attributed these skills to social and emotional readiness. Though these
skills are clearly important for student learning, sitting, listening and following directions
are not skills included in the social and emotional development domain. Social and
emotional development is one of the five dimensions of readiness discussed by the
National Education Goals Panel (NEGP, 1995). According to NEGP, social development
refers to how ready children are to interact with others in the environment, and their
ability to control their emotions and to make meaningful friendships with others.
Emotional development includes children’s self concept, a positive self-esteem and the
ability to interpret and express feelings. The general definition of social and emotional
development given by the NEGP (1995) is
Emotional and social development, though entwined conceptually and practically,
can and need to be separated for this discussion. Thus, this report shall regard
emotional characteristics as those that involve the individual's feeling states
regarding the self and others. In contrast, social characteristics are those that
involve the interaction of two or more people, especially interactions with peers
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and adults. Social functioning, then, refers to the interpersonal relationships and
behavior that the individual establishes with others (p. 18).
The definition of social and emotional development from the NEGP (1995) does
not correlate with what teachers and school leaders describe as social and emotional
development (sitting, listening and following directions).
The finding that teachers are concerned with student behavior in the classroom is
consistent with current research that supports the idea that the lack of behavioral skills
may cause disruptions in the classroom and interfere with both children’s opportunities
for learning, and with instruction (Jones & Bouffard, 2012). Teachers placed less
importance on cognitive skills, but indicated the necessity of abilities in reading and
mathematics. Not unlike the beliefs of parents, teachers remarked that students with
higher levels of reading and mathematical skills are better prepared for kindergarten than
those that do not have those specific skills. This is consistent with literature supporting
the notion that children who enter kindergarten with fewer academic skills are more
likely to have problems adjusting to the rigors of a kindergarten classroom (National
Early Literacy Panel, 2008).
Strategies Early Childhood Teachers Use to Promote Readiness
How do early childhood teachers promote readiness for the children in their
classroom? The findings from this study indicated that teachers’ perceived readiness was
promoted in children when there was an increased level of school and family
communication, and family support for the child at home. Teachers used words such as
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“open communication” and “talking with parents” to describe strategies they perceived
worked best to increase parent involvement and promote readiness in children.
Current literature supports the concept that parental involvement is related to
higher levels of student success (Epstein, 1991). Additionally, Epstein noted it is the
teachers’ communication practices and invitations to parents that make the difference in
parent involvement (Epstein 1988). Sheldon & Epstein (2005) also suggested that
partnerships between schools and families are important in increasing student
achievement.

Ecological Systems Theory and Teacher’s Perceptions
In this study, Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory (1979) was embedded
in the context of teachers’ perceptions and beliefs about readiness. The microsystem
layer of environment, which included interactions between the teacher and child, affected
how teachers perceived readiness in students. Teacher’s beliefs and perceptions of
readiness developed from their lived experiences and current realities, and influence what
they do and how they teach in the classroom (Kagan, 1992). Moreover, Pohan & Aguilar
(2001) stated that, “teachers’ beliefs serve as filters for their knowledge bases and will
ultimately affect their actions” (p. 160). Jacobs & Harvey (2010) further suggested that
teacher expectations of readiness affect not only their teaching practices, but also student
success.
The findings of the study exposed that in the microsystem layer of environment,
teachers noted different strategies used to connect with children and promote readiness
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based on their perceptions of what readiness looks like. One teacher discussed how her
views of readiness impacted her instruction in the classroom, and her interaction with the
students. Her perceptions of readiness dictated the amount of time she spent in small
groups, and the amount of time she spent working with students she felt needed more
help in certain areas. In the microsystem, the interactions between the student and child
are important and influence readiness. This teacher indicated that she chose to do certain
activities with the students based on the level she felt the students were on and what she
believed they would need to be ready for kindergarten.
While teachers focused on readiness primarily in terms of social behaviors, and
less so in terms of academic knowledge, the results of the study revealed that teachers’
perceived their communication with parents promoted readiness. Open communication
between teachers and parents denotes the interactions located in the mesosystem layer of
Bronfenbrenner’s Theory (1979). Interactions between teachers and parents in this layer
indirectly affect the developing child.
Teachers expressed several ways in which they communicated with parents and
encouraged parent involvement within the school, and at home. One teacher indicated
her communications included discussions during pick up and drop off times, notes in
children’s bags, and calling parents on the phone to discuss student progress. Another
teacher noted that conducting home visits completed during the beginning of the school
year was an excellent way to get to know families, and to enhance the relationship
between the school and the home. A study on home visits conducted by Cowan, Kim, St.
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Roseman, & Echandia (2002) supported the indication that home visits improved the
relationships between families, teachers, and schools.
Teachers’ readiness beliefs were also evidenced in Bronfenbrenner’s (1979)
exosystem layer of environment via education policies, mass media, and cultural values
of the school and school system. Policies originating from the Corporate Head Start
Center affected curriculum choices, school resources, community involvement and
teacher interaction with students, families, and community members. On this level of
environment, teachers’ perceptions of readiness were directly impacted by structures in
the social system surrounding them. For example, this study revealed that one teacher’s
beliefs about readiness shaped her classroom philosophy of working with children in a
more structured way, but the structure she preferred was not represented in the High
Scope curriculum she was given by the Head Start center. While there was nothing the
teacher felt she could do about the choice of curriculum used at the Head Start center, she
indicated her desire to have children succeed in every way possible.
In the macrosystem layer of environment, which incorporates the belief patterns
of the culture or subculture, this study showed teachers’ perceptions of readiness were
imbedded in their concern about the importance of school readiness, and the roles and
responsibilities of teachers, parents, and community members in promoting readiness.
Teachers discussed the importance of attending an early childhood center, such as Head
Start, to aid in preparing children for the rigors of the kindergarten classroom. The study
also underscored teacher’s perceptions of the importance of the community in helping
prepare children for kindergarten.
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The study revealed that in the exosystem layer (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), teachers’
beliefs were reflected their values and concerns regarding the changing nature of
kindergarten, and children’s long term success in the school system. Teachers noted the
need for students to be better prepared for the kindergarten classroom, as it has become
more demanding. One teacher noted that the things children were expected to know in
kindergarten, like word lists, started with knowing their letters in preschool. She stressed
her love of working with the children, and her desire for students to succeed in their
academic careers.
Teachers’ concerns about readiness are supported by past research which
indicates a move toward an increasingly academic kindergarten classroom (Hatch, 2002).
Moreover, according to the National Association for the Education of Young Children
(NAEYC, 1995), “children entering kindergarten are now typically expected to be ready
for what previously constituted the first grade curriculum. As a result, more children are
struggling and failing” (NAEYC, 1995).

Early Childhood School Leaders’ Perception of Readiness
How do early childhood leaders perceive readiness for children entering
kindergarten? The results of the study exposed early childhood school leaders’
perceptions of readiness as a multidimensional concept that encompassed the whole
child. School leaders expressed their beliefs that readiness incorporated many things,
including a willingness to learn, social and emotional development, and motor
development. These broad descriptions of readiness presented by school leaders
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represent a holistic view of readiness and development, and are supported in literature by
the “whole child” view of development and the five dimensions of readiness proposed by
NEGP (1995). The NEGP’s five dimensions of readiness are expressed as: physical wellbeing and motor development; social and emotional development; approaches toward
learning; language development; and cognition and general knowledge. These domains
are independent of one another, but are connected in that there is a constant overlap of
skills in each domain. Skills learned in one domain are strengthened as skills are acquired
in another domain.
The multidimensional view of readiness perceived by school leaders is also
consistent with the NAEYC perspective of readiness which incorporates the whole child.
Research by Pianta (2002) further supported the concept of readiness relating to the
whole child, “not just to verbal proficiency, but also to emotional maturity, social skills,
attention span, and, at the most fundamental level, the child's physical condition" (p. 2).

Strategies Early Childhood School Leaders Use to Promote Readiness through
Collaboration with Parents and Community Members
How do early childhood leaders promote readiness for children entering
kindergarten through collaboration with parents and community members? The
outcomes of the study revealed that early childhood school leaders, like the teachers,
utilized a variety of strategies to collaborate with parents and community members about
readiness. School leaders described inviting parents to monthly parent meetings,
conferences and school-based activities, and going on home visits as strategies used to
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encourage parent and family involvement. Additionally, school leaders involved
community members in school activities and developed relationships with community
businesses that promoted readiness.
The relationship between family involvement in children’s schooling and
children’s academic success has been documented extensively in the literature - see for
example studies conducted by Arnold, Zeljo, & Doctoroff, 2008; Epstein, 1985, 1991.
Epstein (1998) noted the importance of parents and schools working together to promote
children’s success in schools. Despite these studies and efforts made by the school to
engage parents and encourage family involvement, school leaders stated parental
involvement was low or lacking.
The results of the study also revealed that school leaders’ perceived parent’s
understanding of readiness affected the readiness levels of their children. School leaders
remarked that parents who did not value the education offered at the Head Start center, or
who did not understand readiness did less to prepare their children for kindergarten.
School leaders attributed parents’ understandings of readiness to their experiences, and
their sources of information on readiness. According to Bronfenbrenner (1986), parents’
beliefs and perceptions are formed by the interactions they have within their different
social contexts. Environments such as home, school, and surrounding neighborhoods are
part of these social contexts and help to shape the perceptions parents have about what
readiness means.

141

Ecological Systems Theory and School Leaders’ Perceptions
School leaders’ perceptions of readiness were emphasized clearly in the
microsystem layer of Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory (1979). The findings
of the study indicated that school leaders’ views of readiness as a multidimensional
concept was evident in the relationships they had with the children, and the families at the
Head Start center. School leaders’ understandings of readiness and the importance of
parents’ involvement and family dynamics was influential in helping them work with
families to further promote readiness in children. One school leader articulated her
beliefs of readiness and family influence in this way:
I would say that at the beginning maybe have some type of mandatory parent
meetings. So that we could educate parents. A lot of these parents, they have other
children, but they don’t know what readiness is. I think if they're educated in the
beginning on what we do, what our purpose is, what our mission is then they
would be better prepared to help their child throughout the year. And it’s not just
that one child, the other kids in that family would benefit from what the parents
know and do too.
School leaders not only worked to promote readiness in children, they labored to
forge relationships with parents and families who had direct contact and the most
influence on children (Bronfenbrenner, 1984; Barbarin et al., 2008). The results of the
study emphasized school leaders’ understandings of readiness as multidimensional and
encompassing the whole child influenced their actions with parents on the microsystem
level. From an ecological perspective, though school leaders had a holistic view of
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readiness and were in contact with parents to increase parent involvement in school
activities, the study revealed that school leader interactions with parents and community
members were limited. The type and amount of contact with parents and community
members are important in fostering involvement and increasing student readiness.
The mesosystem layer of environment (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) impacted school
leaders’ beliefs in readiness and was evident in the influence of the Head Start Center on
children’s readiness levels. The study showed that school leaders’ perceptions of the
importance of readiness was reinforced by their support of the Head Start philosophy and
educational system. One school leader stated the following about her beliefs of the Head
Start program:
Here at Head Start, we provide nutrition, medical, dental, education. There's so
many things that we do, and I can see every year that we are getting better. We
are improving and growing, and we have to improve and grow or we wouldn't be
NAEYC accredited, wouldn't be ABC vouchered, those kind of things. Like I
said, there's always room to grow with training for our teachers, new federal
mandates on education levels for school. I believe in what we are doing here and
Head Start’s way. It’s a wonderful program that helps the kids and their families.
I mean, where else would these children go? What would happen to them?
The Head Start philosophy is generally centered on the approach of teaching the
whole-child, as opposed to specific content area skills such as language or math (Office
of School Readiness, 2014). School leaders emphasized their beliefs in educating the
whole child, and encouraged interactions between the school, home and community. The
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relationships on the mesosystem level of environment have both direct and indirect
impacts on the child and their readiness for formal school.
The exosystem layer of environment (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), which includes
educational policies and political and legal systems, influenced school leaders’
perceptions of readiness. Policy changes in the Head Start program that affect funding
and financial assistance, learning standards, staff qualifications, program participation
and other important aspects of Head Start affect the quality of the services offered, and
school leaders’ experiences with parents and community members. Much in the same
way, policies and systems that affect programs offered to adults and community members
influence parent involvement and student readiness. School leaders’ noted a variety of
programs and adult learning activities offered by Head Start to adults and community
members. According to the Office of Head Start, the intent of the adult programs offered
by Head Start are to support parents and families in achieving their own goals, strengthen
parent-child relationships, and engage families around children’s learning and
development.
Kagan (1994) discussed the need for getting children ready for school, and getting
schools ready for children by providing developmentally appropriate early childhood
programs that would be beneficial for all children. Political, legal and educational
policies affecting Head Start play a role in school leaders’ perceptions of readiness and
influence parent involvement in the exosystem layer of environment.
Bronfenbrenner’s macrosystem layer of environment (1979) was embedded in the
context of the cultural beliefs and values that school leaders, parents, and community
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members held about school readiness and the importance of education. The findings of
the present study revealed school leaders’ perceptions about readiness both influenced
and were influenced by the greater culture of the parents who frequented the school
building. Parents’ cultural beliefs about readiness, participation, kindergarten
expectations, and education as a whole were evident in their conversations, actions, and
responses to school leaders’ recommendations. Additionally, parents’ cultural beliefs
about readiness were made clear by the educational goals they articulated for their
children, and their views about school.
The outcome of the study also specified that communication strategies that school
leaders employed to target families with common readiness beliefs, families from
different cultures who spoke languages other than English, or families who paid little
attention to readiness. Strategies were designed to encourage participation from parents
and families, and to help promote readiness in children, despite cultural beliefs that may
discourage parental involvement.
The chronosystem layer of Bronfenbrenner’s Theory (1995) was represented in
the beliefs and perceptions of school leaders who witnessed the evolving nature of the
academic demands of early childhood centers and kindergarten classrooms. School
leaders’ perceptions were reflected in their attitudes about readiness practices and goals
for students as they progress through the Head Start program. As noted previously,
current trends in education support the notion that kindergarten classrooms are evolving
and becoming more and more academic in nature (Graue, 2010; Hatch, 2000). School
leaders’ perceptions of readiness were also evident in this layer of environment as they
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emphasized changes in the environment affecting children, and changes that occur in
children as they develop and grow older.
Implications for Practice
The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore the readiness perceptions of
parents, teachers, and school leaders in a Head Start center, and to understand how these
individuals promoted school readiness in students.
Parents’ beliefs about readiness influence their decisions about school, and the
actions they take at home to promote readiness in their children. Parents’ beliefs about
readiness also influence their level of engagement in school (Barbarin et al., 2008),
choices they make and activities they engage in with their children (Graue, 1992), and
ultimately children’s preparedness for school and success in school (Graue, Clements,
Reynolds, & Niles, 2004; Epstein, 1991).
Similarly, the beliefs that teachers have about readiness influences what they do
and how they teach in the classroom (Kagan, 1992; Pohan & Aguilar, 2001). Teachers
act according to their beliefs and impact children’s readiness through their instructional
practices. Unfortunately, though many studies present the readiness beliefs of teachers,
few studies discuss the role of leadership in early childhood education (Mujis, Aubrey,
Harris & Briggs, 2008), or parents’ beliefs of readiness (Barbarin et al., 2008; Graue,
1993a). The findings from this study contribute to the base of knowledge surrounding
the perceptions of teachers, parents, and school leaders in regards to their perceptions of
school readiness. The findings can also help promote changes that affect standards and
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policies in early childhood education, and decisions made by parents and school leaders
about early childhood education programs.
Understanding the perceptions that parents, teachers, and school leaders have
about readiness may help improve the readiness skills that children have upon entry into
kindergarten. Understanding these beliefs can also strengthen the relationships between
parents, schools and communities, increase involvement in schools, and may help in
developing a common language among those involved in early childhood education.
Implications for Parents
In this study, parents discussed readiness for school in terms of academic progress
and cognitive ability in reading and math. The results of the study revealed that parents’
beliefs about readiness were influenced by their personal experiences with school, their
environment, and the relationships and interactions they had within their environmental
contexts. Parents’ beliefs that readiness was a level of academic skill and cognitive
ability implied that they did not understand or view other aspects of readiness to be as
important.
The most commonly accepted definition of readiness incorporates the five
dimensions of readiness proposed by NEGP (1995). These domains are noted as,
physical well-being and motor development; social and emotional development;
approaches toward learning; language development; and cognition and general
knowledge. While each domain is separate and distinct, progress in one domain affects
progress in another domain. The study implied that parents’ views of readiness included
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only one domain of readiness, which is one-fifth of the total domains of readiness
presented by NEGP (1995).
Therefore, to increase school readiness in children, parents can employ strategies
that would encompass all five domains of readiness presented by NEGP (1995). Parents
can also take advantage of resources available in their local contexts, such as those in
schools or neighborhoods. Increasing communications with teachers and school leaders,
taking children on educational trips to the local library, or museum, or social areas such
as the local playground, may also help increase school readiness in young children.
Additionally, tactics such as reading with children at home to increase literacy skills
(Kington et al., 2013), increasing math skills through number talk activities (Gunderson
& Levine, 2011), being involved in school activities (Epstein, 2008) and promoting social
skills are just some examples of activities that parents could participate in to increase
school readiness in children.
Implications for Teachers
Teachers in this study noted their perceptions that skills such as sitting, listening,
and following directions were key factors in determining readiness for children entering
into a kindergarten setting. Unfortunately, the study revealed that teachers wrongly
attributed these skills to social and emotional development and readiness. While teachers
loosely used the term social and emotional readiness to describe sitting, listening, and
following directions, they were not aware that the definition of social and emotional
readiness actually describes children’s self-concept, self-efficacy, and the ability to form
and sustain social relationships with adults and friends (NEGP, 1995).
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Additionally, the study revealed that teachers considered children with higher
levels of reading and mathematical abilities ready for kindergarten. Though teachers
placed less importance on these cognitive skills, they indicated that cognitive skills were
necessary for school readiness. The implication is that teachers perceived sitting,
listening, and following directions as skills associated with social and emotional
readiness, and these skills were superior to academic readiness for early childhood
students. Teacher’s perceptions that sitting, listening, and following directions were the
most important aspects of school readiness was in direct contrast with parents’ views that
academic skills were the most important for readiness.
Based on the findings of this study, teachers would benefit from training on the
descriptions and definitions of the five dimensions of readiness as described by the
NGEP (1995). Teachers need to understand the different domains of readiness, and
would benefit from examples of the skills noted in each domain. Training may help
increase teachers’ understandings of what social and emotional development skills are,
and may help to curb the dissemination of incorrect information amongst teachers and
school leaders concerning this area.
Additionally, teachers can do more to increase school readiness in children.
Building relationships and having positive interactions with students, parents, families,
and community members can help increase student readiness in many ways. Also,
recognizing the beliefs of parents, and the fact that parents may have diverse beliefs, may
help increase parent involvement, which leads to an increase in student readiness
(Epstein, 1995). Recognizing the beliefs of others may lead to a change in how teachers
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approach or interact with parents, families, and community members in order to meet
their needs. The relationships and interactions between these parties are important and
impact student readiness in direct and indirect ways.
To increase student readiness in math and reading, Burger (2015) noted that
teachers should incorporate daily direct instruction in these content areas. To increase
student readiness and to build social skills, teachers can begin with creating nurturing
environments in the classroom, and fostering nurturing relationships with children
(Copple & Bredekamp, 2009).
Implications for School leaders
The findings from this study indicated that school leaders perceived readiness to
be a multidimensional concept that incorporated a mix of skills and abilities which each
child must have in order to be ready for school. School leaders’ beliefs that readiness is
multidimensional implied that parents and school leaders did not share the same
understanding of readiness. The implication of a dissimilarity in parents’ and school
leaders’ beliefs may affect parents’ expectations, involvement, and also school leaders’
responses and communications with parents and community members.
Epstein (1998) noted that parents and schools need to work together to help
children be successful in school. School leaders could help improve school readiness in
children by working together with all stakeholders involved in preparing children for
school (Bronfenbrenner, 2004). Research on school leadership suggests the importance
of leadership in influencing student learning, and also in improving teaching and learning
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“through their influence on staff motivation, commitment and working conditions”
(Leithwood et al., 2008, p. 28).
One major responsibility of a school leader is direction setting, or creating a
shared vision for the school. School leaders interested in increasing the readiness of
students should increase ongoing collaboration and communication with parents and the
community to work towards “creating a shared understanding of readiness as an
interactive concept and a community-wide responsibility” (Wesley & Buysse, 2003,
p371). The differing views of readiness shared by teachers and school leaders may be an
indication of the need for school leaders to work with teachers to revise or revamp and
communicate the vision of the school to increase student learning and success.
The National Education Goals Panel noted the importance of school readiness in
three components: readiness of families, the readiness of schools to receive children with
different backgrounds and capabilities, and community supports for children and
families. Kagan (1994) also discussed the need for getting children ready for school, and
getting schools ready for children by providing developmentally appropriate preschool
programs. The importance of having a unified approach to school readiness is a
necessary element in preparing children for success in kindergarten and beyond. As
parents, teachers and school leaders play an important role in student development,
learning, and achievement, it is necessary that they work together to prepare children for
the transition into formal schooling, and for the expectations of a kindergarten classroom.
The findings of this study indicated not only a difference in the readiness beliefs
of parents, teachers, and school leaders, but also that the strategies employed by each
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group to promote readiness were different. Parents were reinforcing academic skills at
home, while teachers and school leaders emphasized behavioral skills necessary in the
classroom, and learning through play. The necessity of all stakeholders working in
tandem to promote school readiness by focusing on all areas of readiness, and not just
specific skills, can be beneficial in promoting readiness in young children. A shared
concept of school readiness is important in this regard, but requires a grass-roots
approach to disseminate information to families and communities who may have
different cultural beliefs or understandings of what school readiness is.
While teachers and school leaders indicated that they used many communication
tactics to reach parents, families, and community members, this study revealed that these
strategies fell short, as parent involvement was reported to be low. The lack of parent
involvement may be the result of a deficiency in understanding and communication
between schools and families to address readiness beliefs, the responsibilities of the
family in preparing children for school, Head Start’s role in preparing children for school,
and the expectations of a kindergarten classroom. Future research to address these
deficiencies are necessary to improve collaboration between parents, teachers, and school
leaders in order to increase student readiness and academic achievement.

Recommendations for Future Research
The purpose of this study was to understand the perceptions of parents, teachers,
and school leaders surrounding school readiness, and their actions to promote readiness
in children. Several limitations were noted in this study. In this study I used interview
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data from a small number of parent, teacher, and school leader participants, which limits
the generalizability of the findings. Future research on perceptions of parents, teachers,
and school leaders should include a larger population and sample size.
Additionally, only parents, teachers, and school leaders in Head Start centers from
two adjacent counties in one state in the southeastern United States were involved in this
study. Future studies investigating the beliefs of these groups of people might include
those outside of a Head Start center. Studies exploring the perceptions of parents,
teachers and school leaders in a public four year old kindergarten setting would beneficial
for understanding the perceptions of those in different environments and at different
socio-economic levels. Furthermore, future research on parent, teacher, and school
leader perceptions of readiness should be conducted using other research designs and
methodologies.
Future research that would broaden parents’ perspectives to incorporate the skills
that teachers find important in being ready for school should be conducted. In addition,
research into early childhood programs or professional development activities to help
teachers and school leaders better understand how to provide support to the diverse
communities and cultures surrounding the Head Start centers would be beneficial for all
stakeholders. Teachers and school leaders must work with community members and
parents and be cognizant of their cultural values and beliefs about readiness.
More research is needed for the development of community-wide expectations
regarding school readiness. Statewide communication of preferred skills and activities for
children, additional communications between schools and parents, and increased parent
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involvement such as out-reach programs, and activities within the school may be helpful
in preparing children and parents for the rigors of the formal school setting.
Further research is needed to replicate studies such as the current one that
specifically focus on the perceptions of parents and teachers in order to bridge the gulf in
perceptions of school readiness between these groups.
Conclusion
This study lends insight into the existing research on the perceptions of teachers,
parents, and school leaders in regards to school readiness, and actions they take to
promote school readiness. Specifically, this study revealed differences in the perceptions
of parents, teachers, and school leaders regarding school readiness. These differences
were evident in the actions taken by these individuals to promote readiness in children.
Parents in this study viewed readiness as an academic or cognitive skill level
needed to enter kindergarten. Parents also discussed having routines at home, and
working with children on work sent home from school helped to promote readiness in
children. The comments and the views expressed by these parents suggested that parents
believed working with children on cognitive skills improved readiness.
Teachers indicated that readiness was primarily being able to sit, listen and follow
directions, but was also a mix of cognitive skills. Teacher views suggested that being
able to sit and control behavior was more important than cognitive skills that can be
learned later. Teachers also discussed strategies used to engage parents and to work with
students to promote readiness in the classroom and at home.
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School leaders discussed a multidimensional view of readiness which included the
domains of readiness presented by NEGP (1995). School leaders also revealed strategies
used to encourage involvement and participation from parents, families, and community
members. Lastly, the study showed that teachers’ and school leaders’ views were more
aligned than parent and school leader views, or parent and teacher views of readiness.
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Appendix A
Planning Matrix for Research Questions and Interview Questions
Research
Question
1. How do
parents
understand
readiness for
children
entering
kindergarten
settings?

What do I
need to know

Interview Questions
- Parent

What does
readiness
mean

 What does being
“ready for
kindergarten” mean
to you? What do
you think children
need to know and
be able to do before
entering
kindergarten?
 Why do you think
those things are
important?

2. What
strategies do
parents use
to prepare
children for
kindergarten
?

What are
parents and
school
leaders doing
to get
children
ready?

Interview
Questions - School
Leader
 What does being
“ready for
kindergarten”
mean to you?
 What do you think
parents’ views of
school readiness
are? (probe: How
do you know?
What examples do
you see of these
views?)

 How ready do you
feel you were for
school and what
things did you do?
(How did you get
ready?)

 How do you think
parents’ views of
readiness are
formed?

 What things (or
strategies) do you
use at home with
your child to help
him/her be ready
for school?

 What strategies do
you use to get
families and
community
members involved
in ways that help
get children ready?
o How do you
encourage
parents to take
part activities
with their
children
o How do you
encourage
community
involvement?

 Why do you use
those particular
strategies?
 Where did you
learn about the
strategies you use at
home?
 How do you think
your personal
experience in
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Interview
Questions –
Teacher
 What does
being “ready
for
kindergarten”
mean to you?
(Probe:
Describe what
you consider to
be essential for
a child to
master/learn/un
derstand before
leaving early
childhood for
kindergarten.)

 How do you
communicate
with parents
and promote
family
engagement?
(Probe: Do you
have any
artifacts you
can share to
demonstrate
what you do
and how you
involve
parents?)

school affect the
things (strategies)
you use with your
child?

3. How do
early
childhood
teachers
perceive
readiness
for children
entering
kindergarte
n?

What does
readiness
mean to
early
childhood
teachers?





4. What
strategies
do early
childhood
teachers
use in the
classroom
with
students to
promote
readiness?
5. How do
early
childhood
leaders
perceive
readiness
for children
entering
kindergarte
n?

What are
teachers
doing to
prepare
students?





What does
readiness
mean to
early
childhood
leaders?

 How do you work
with the school to
help your child
become ready for
school?

 What has been
your experience
working with
parents at the
school?
 How do you use
what you know
about parents’
readiness views to
help you work
with them?
 Do you feel
parents’
experiences play a
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role in how much
they are involved
in the school?

6. How do
early
childhood
leaders
promote
readiness
for children
entering
kindergarte
n through
collaboratio
n with
parents and
community
members?

What do
early
childhood
leaders do?

 In what ways do
you think the
school is preparing
your child for
kindergarten?

How do
early
childhood
leaders work
with
parents?
With the
community?
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 How do you want
(or prefer) to work
with parents?
What works, what
doesn’t work?

Appendix B
Interview Questions
Research Question: How do Head Start Parents, Teachers and School Leaders
perceive and promote school readiness?
Focus Questions:
1. How do parents perceive readiness for children entering kindergarten?
2. What strategies do parents use to promote readiness for children entering
kindergarten?
3. How do preschool teachers perceive readiness for children entering
kindergarten?
4. How do preschool teachers promote readiness for the children in their
classroom?
5. How do preschool leaders perceive readiness for children entering
kindergarten?
6. How do preschool leaders promote readiness for children entering
kindergarten through collaboration with parents and community members?

Participant
Parents
Focus Question 1
How do parents perceive
readiness for children
entering kindergarten?
Parents
Focus Question 2
What strategies do parents
use to promote readiness for
children entering
kindergarten?

Interview Questions
1. What does being “ready for kindergarten” mean
to you? What do you think children need to know
and be able to do before entering kindergarten?
2. Why do you think those things are important?
3. In what ways do you think the school is preparing
your child for kindergarten?
4. How ready do you feel you were for school and
what things did you do? (How did you get ready?)
1. What things (or strategies) do you use at home
with your child to help him/her be ready for
school?
2. Why do you use those particular strategies?
3. Where did you learn about the strategies you use
at home? (Probe: Does the school help you with
this?)
4. How do you think your personal experience in
school affect the things (strategies) you use with
your child?
5. How do you work with the school to help your
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child become ready for school?
6. What parts of the HS program do you feel really
help you prepare your child for school?
Early Childhood
Teachers
Focus Question 3
How do preschool teachers
perceive readiness for
children entering
kindergarten?

Early Childhood
Teachers
Focus Question 4
How do preschool teachers
promote readiness for the
children in their classroom?

Early Childhood School
Leaders
Focus Question 5
How do preschool leaders
perceive readiness for
children entering
kindergarten?

1. What does being “ready for kindergarten” mean
to you? (Probe: Describe what you consider to be
essential for a child to master/learn/understand
before leaving preschool for kindergarten.)
2. How do you know what skills you need to focus
on to prepare your students for kindergarten?
3. What has been your experience in what works
best to prepare children for school?
4. Can you recommend one student in your
classroom who is meeting or exceeding
kindergarten readiness requirements and one
student who is struggling in these same areas so
that I can contact the parents about a possible
interview?
1. What curriculum do you use or teach in this
classroom do you believe help prepare students
for kindergarten? (Probe: What are some
activities students do at school? At home?)
2. What are some strategies you use in the
classroom to help struggling students? (Probe:
What skills do you believe these strategies focus
on?)
3. How do you communicate with parents and
promote family engagement? (Probe: Do you
have any artifacts you can share to demonstrate
what you do and how you involve parents?)
4. What does being “ready for kindergarten” mean
to you?
5. What has been your experience working with
parents at the school?
6. What do you think parents’ views of school
readiness are? (probe: How do you know? What
examples do you see of these views?)
7. How do you think parental views of readiness are
formed?
8. How do you use what you know about parental
readiness views to help you work with them?
9. Do you feel parental experiences play a role in
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how much they are involved in the school?
Early Childhood
School Leaders
Focus Question 6
How do preschool leaders
promote readiness for
children entering
kindergarten through
collaboration with parents
and community members?

1. What strategies do you use to get families and
community members involved in ways that help
get children ready?
a. How do you encourage parents to take
part in activities with their children
b. How do you encourage community
involvement?
2. How do you want (or prefer) to work with
parents? What works, what doesn’t work?
3. What do you believe is the best part of the HS
program that prepares children for school?
(Probe: Why? What can be improved? )
4. What artifacts can you share that shows how the
school works with parents and community
members to prepare children for school?
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Appendix C
Teacher Lesson Plans
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Appendix D
Preschool Activity Calendars
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Appendix E
Parent Meeting Invitations and Agendas
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Appendix F
Parent Conference Form
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Appendix G
Home Visit Form
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Appendix H
Parent-Child Activities Handout
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Appendix I
DIAL-4 Teacher Questionnaire Form
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Appendix J
DIAL-4 Parent Questionnaire
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Appendix K
Weekly Parent Newsletter
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Appendix L
Family Project Assignment
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Appendix M
Reading Drop In Information Sheet
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Appendix N
Reading Ideas to do at Home Information Sheet
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Appendix O
Institutional Review Board (IRB) Form

Information about Being in a Research Study
Clemson University
Quality Early Childhood Education and School Readiness (Phase II)
Description of the Study and Your Part in It
Dr. Hans Klar, and Dr. Sandra Linder along with Julie Desmangles are inviting you to
take part in a research study. Dr. Hans Klar is an Associate Professor of Educational
Leadership, and Dr. Sandra Linder is an Associate Professor of Early Childhood
Mathematics Education at Clemson University. Mrs. Julie Desmangles is a student at
Clemson University, conducting this study with the help of Drs. Klar and Linder. The
purpose of this research is to determine how parents, teachers, and school leaders
perceive and promote school readiness.
You are being invited to participate in this study because you are center director, a
teacher, or a parent/guardian of a student in a Head Start Program within the Pickens or
Oconee County School District. Your participation in this study involves being
interviewed for approximately one hour. With your permission, we will audio record the
interview. Your participation in this study can help make ongoing quality improvements
to preschool programs, and any future quality development initiatives.
Risks and Discomforts
We do not know of any risks or discomforts to you in this research study.
Possible Benefits
While this research may not benefit you personally, this study may lead to a better
understanding of how parents and school leaders perceive and promote school readiness.
Protection of Privacy and Confidentiality
We will do everything we can to protect your privacy and confidentiality. The
information we collect will be used in a confidential manner. All data will be collected
using secure online software. Only members of the research team will see it in its original
format. The data will be maintained on password-protected computers belonging to
research team members. Information which identifies the Head Start Centers, or the
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names of all participants will not be shared. Pseudonyms will be used to protect the
confidentiality of the Head Start Centers, and participants.
Audio files of the interviews will be transcribed. After the audio files are transcribed, the
original audio file will be deleted. The transcribed data will be maintained for at least
five years after the completion of the study, in accordance with Clemson University's
archival storage policies.
Choosing to Be in the Study
Participation in this study is voluntary; you do not have to be in this study. If you do
participate in the study, you may choose to stop taking part at any time. You will not be
punished in any way if you decide not to take part in this study, or to stop taking part in
this study.
Contact Information
If you have any questions or concerns about this study or if any problems arise, please
contact Dr. Hans Klar at Clemson University at 864-656-5091.
If you have any questions or concerns about your rights in this research study, please
contact the Clemson University Office of Research Compliance (ORC) at 864-656-0636
or irb@clemson.edu. If you are outside of the Upstate South Carolina area, please use the
ORC’s toll-free number, 866-297-3071.
• You have read the above information
• You voluntarily agree to participate
• You are at least 18 years of age
You may print a copy of this informational letter for your files.
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